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ABSTRACT
This qualitative study documents an understanding of the experiences of people
who have adopted a voluntary simple lifestyle. Included in this analysis is the meaning of
voluntary simplicity to those who have chosen this lifestyle and their values motivating
them to adopt such a lifestyle. Specifically, questions were asked regarding participants’
meaning of voluntary simplicity, values and beliefs that motivate living such a lifestyle,
how the participants maintain this lifestyle, and the role their possessions play in their
life. Twelve participants were interviewed through telephone correspondence.
Participants were recruited through online voluntary simple networks namely, A Center
for a New American Dream and The Compact.
The data analysis of these interviews follows the methodology of consensual
qualitative research (CQR). In accordance with CQR, the data was analyzed by following
three general steps of (a) creating domains for each participant’s response, (b) identifying
core ideas from the participant’s responses, and (c) identifying core ideas from a cross
analysis between participants’ responses. Three primary themes of the environment,
relationship with others, and personal benefits emerged from the data. The main
implications of this study are that voluntary simplicity appears to be a viable outlet for
promoting subjective well being.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Consumerism is an omnipresent aspect of American society. Whether it be filling
a car with gasoline, planning a wedding, seeing commercials on television, listening to a
news reporter discuss the performance of the Dow Jones industrial average, receiving
spam e-mails about herbal supplements, or boasting about a recent bargain, the consumer
culture is an integral part of society. The acts of buying and selling are daily constants in
a world devoted to globalization. The amount of products involved in daily routine is
almost inconceivable. From toothpaste to toasters and from cell phones to computers, we
are surrounded by aspects of the consumer culture.
This culture of consumerism has been on the rise and seems to be continuing. In a
United Nations report, Jolly (1998) stated that world consumption expenditures have
doubled since 1975 and grew six fold since 1950. Looking at specific areas of increased
consumption, Winter (2004) stated, “Between 1960 and 1997, the percentage of
Americans who own dishwashers increased from 7 to 50; the percentage of people who
own clothes dryers rose from 20 to 71; and the percentage of people who have air
conditioning increased from 15 to 73” (p.70). Similarly, between 1950 and 2000 family
size shrank, as did time spent in the home, but the size of the average house doubled to
2260 sq. ft (Solomon, 2001). Stated more plainly, Americans are building homes twice
the size for fewer people to occupy them and are spending less time in them. This trend is
also relevant to automobiles as there are currently more automobiles than registered
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drivers in the United States (De Graaf, Wann & Naylor, 2002). Diener and BiswasDiener (2002) reported that compared to 20 years earlier, it takes workers considerably
less time to buy items related to food, leisure, and travel. Americans’ ability to financially
participate in the consumer culture has increased as well. Segal (1999) reported that
personal spending rose substantially over the last several decades. Specifically, per capita
spending (adjusted to the purchasing power of dollars in 1992) went from $7,926 in 1960
to $18,996 in 1998. Similarly, median family income (adjusted to the purchasing power
of dollars in 1997) went up from $20,620 in 1947 to $51,591 in 1997 (Segal, 1999).
The act of shopping itself has become a past time. De Graaf et al. (2002) stated
that 93% of American teenage girls identified shopping as their favorite activity. Kasser,
Ryan, Couchman, and Sheldon (2004) reported that whether it be surfing the Internet or
wandering through the mall, much of our free time is influenced by consumerism.
A telling example of the pervasive nature of consumerism is the “Buy Nothing
Day” campaign promoted by Adbusters. Their message asks citizens to refrain from
buying anything the day after Thanksgiving. This movement demonstrates that shopping
is such a regular part of daily living that the act of not shopping takes conscious effort
and can be an act of defiance. Indeed, the act of buying nothing has been used as an act of
political protest. On the day of President Bush’s 2005 inauguration, a campaign called
“Not One More Damn Dime” was launched via e-mail urging Americans to refrain from
buying anything on this day. The motive behind this “buycott” was to influence the
economy for a day in opposition of the war in Iraq. Given the tone and uniqueness of the
campaign, not purchasing items for even a relatively brief interval (24 hours) is seen as a
radical notion and an act of civil disobedience.

2

Purchasing is an ingrained aspect of society, as are advertisements.
Advertisements are a daily experience for Americans and a key element to the consumer
society. Mediums for advertisements are nearly limitless and include billboards, bus
shelters, television, radio, movie theaters, public bathrooms, e-mail, web-sites,
newspapers, magazines, and junk mail. And these venues represent the more common
modes of advertising. Some of the more extreme examples include tattoos (temporary
and permanent), paying families to name their children after a product (Kanner & Soule,
2004), projecting logos onto the moon (De Graaf et al., 2002), and renaming towns after
a company (Kanner & Soule, 2004). Regardless of medium, exposure to advertisements
is astounding. In the US, two thirds of newspapers, half of mail received, and about a
quarter of network television airtime is devoted to advertisements (Gardner, Assadourin
& Sarin, 2004). One estimate stated that the average American child sees 40,000
commercials annually on television alone (Levin & Linn, 2004).
Values of Consumerism
Although shopping and advertisements are a large aspect of the consumer culture,
Kasser et al. (2004) describe a deeper element. They discuss how the culture of
consumption is imbedded into society’s worldview. Kasser and Kanner (2004) explain
this phenomenon by identifying the ubiquity of messages from various sources including
government agencies, educational systems, cultural role models, and the media, all of
whom propagate endorsements for consumption. Indeed, daily messages from myriad
sources express superficially “healthy” aspects of consumerism such as increased
convenience, feeling good about oneself, and obtaining prestige.
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On a more profound level are the ingrained societal messages in support of the
consumer culture, including: (a) Having more possessions leads to happiness, (b) the
pursuit of money and possessions is essential for the “good life,” (c) we can remedy
feelings of insecurity and anxiety by purchasing things, and (d) what we own and buy
reflect our personal image and demonstrate our attractiveness and importance (Kasser,
2002; Ryan, 2002; Kanner & Soule, 2004). At the heart of these messages is the notion
that the acquisition of products is the pinnacle of happiness and limits of this acquisition
are the source of dissatisfaction. Compounding the misguided notion that materialism
equals success is the way the US government calculates societal health. The most
discussed indicators of societal health focus on the economy and whether consumer
spending is up or down (Gardner et al, 2004; Kasser, 2002). Additionally,
Csikszentmihalyi (2004) identified the numerous messages the American public heard in
the wake of the September 11th attacks encouraging consumer spending, as if, as Winter
(2004) points out, increased spending implies emotional health. These messages further
the internalization that a capitalistic and consumer-oriented worldview provide viable
outlets for success and happiness (Kasser et al., 2004).
Although the superficiality of the values purported by consumer culture is easily
seen, the essential nature of consumption should not be overlooked. Indeed, the world’s
poorest countries will have to increase their level of consumption in order to increase
their opportunities for basic material needs. (Gardner, 2004). However, in a world where
five percent of the world’s population does most of the consuming, there is very little
room for poorer nations to increase their levels of consumption (Gardner et al., 2004).
The United Nations recognizes the essential nature of consumption and stated that,
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“Consumption must be shared, strengthening, socially responsible, and sustainable”
(Jolly, 1998, p.l). Since consumption promoted by the American consumer culture is far
from socially responsible or sustainable, the environmental and psychological impact is
tremendous.
Environmental Consequences of Consumerism
In the United Nations’ Human Development Report, Jolly (1998) stated that the
perpetual growth in consumerism is threatening the Earth’s resource base and destroying
ecosystems. Winter (2004) stated that our current level of consumption of the Earth’s
resources is unsustainable. That is, at the current rate of consumption, we are unable to
support human existence indefinitely. Gardner, Assadourin and Sarin (2004) of The
World Watch Institute reported that if half of the projected population in 2050 consumed
as much as the affluent today, severe consequences would result for the world’s fresh
water, air quality, forests, climate and biological diversity. Furthering the likelihood of
severe consequences is the consumer trend of today’s luxury goods being tomorrow’s
necessities. Luxury items of the past, such as televisions, washing machines, automobiles,
frost-free refrigerators, and cell phones are now common household items. The
juggernaut of consumption is having and will continue to have dire consequences on the
environment.
Current estimates suggest that if every person in the world consumed as much as a
typical American, we would need the resources from four Earths to sustain that level of
consumption (Center for a New American Dream, 2003). In fact, the United States
comprises approximately 5% of the world’s population, but uses about 25% of its fossil
fuel resources (Gardner et al., 2004). The United States is not alone, though. World
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Watch Institute estimates that 27% of the human population has entered the consumer
society (Flavin, 2004). Because of this global emphasis on consumption, major lifesustaining resources are in jeopardy.
As the global population increases along with consumer demand, greater and
greater amounts of natural resources are being used. By the early 1980s consumption
levels exceeded the ecological carrying capacity of the Earth (Gardner et ah, 2004). This
means that our current levels of consumption are using resources quicker than they can be
replaced. The burning of fossil fuels and overconsumption of natural resources has had a
severe impact on the environment (Gardner et ah, 2004). The climate has been
significantly impacted by the use of fossil fuels. Global warming contributes to glacial
melting and the rise in sea levels, which in turn impacts coastal regions (Winter, 2004).
Sea levels rose 10-20 centimeters over the last century (Gardner et ah, 2004) This rise in
sea levels could overtake much farmland and threaten coastal populations (Winter, 2004).
Change in dietary habits also affects the oceans and its inhabitants. Over the last 50 years
90% of the large ocean predators (tuna, marlin, swordfish, sharks, cod, halibut, skate and
flounder) have been fished out (Gardner et al., 2004). Similarly, consumer habits have
affected the Earth’s forests. Four fifths of the Earth’s original forest cover has been
harvested (Winter, 2004). Although the use of computers and other electronic advances
seem to decrease the need for paper, the use of paper has actually increased six-fold since
1950 (Winter, 2004). Excess water usage also threatens the availability of clean water.
Golf courses are thriving in desert areas of Arizona and Nevada, while the small amount
of usable water shrinks (Winter, 2004). This trend is not only seen with golf courses as,
62% of water in the US is used for agriculture and industrial use (Winter, 2004). These

6

excessive uses of fresh water, combined with an increasing world population, have
contributed to global water deficits (Winter, 2004).
The Effects of Multinational Corporations
In addition to the immense environmental concerns, issues of exploitation and
intense corporate influence over governments are also concerns related to consumerism.
Globalization offers worldwide availability to goods and services and opens the global
labor market. Because global boundaries are shrinking, a growing number of laborintensive products are being manufactured in poor countries (Renner, 2004). However,
with relaxed labor laws in many developing nations, workers’ conditions are dangerous
and wages are often below minimal living wage standards (Hertz, 2003). This trend
seems to continue as developing nations compete for multinational corporate contracts,
which in turn keeps labor wages low (Renner, 2004). As concerns for foreign workers’
rights become more commonplace (Hertz, 2003), a closer look at the impact of corporate
influence on government standards is no less concerning.
Powerful corporate lobbyists, large political contributions, and high-power
executives entering politics all impact the influence corporations have on government.
Corporate size and power are growing considerably as many of them such as General
Motors, IBM and Wal-Mart have larger assets than several developing nations (Hertz,
2003). Additionally, there are numerous global institutions, such as the World Trade
Organization (WTO), International Monetary Fund (IMF), and the World Bank, as well
as various international trade agreements, including North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA) and General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), that
determine international trade policies (Kanner & Soule, 2004). These trade agreements
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are not voted upon and the international organizations, such as the WTO, are run in
highly undemocratic ways (Chomsky, 2002; Kanner & Soule, 2004; Hertz, 2003). The
WTO settles trade disputes through a secretive court system (without the option of
appeal) issuing verdicts requiring governments to pay billions of dollars for their offense
(Kanner & Soule, 2004). Chomsky (2002) stated that often the international trade
organizations are sheltered from government policies because by their very nature they
are an international agency beyond the scope of any one government. Driving this
tremendous power of multinational corporations is the fundamental premise behind the
consumer culture that happiness is obtained through material goods (Kanner & Soule,
2004). Essentially, as the consumption of more and more goods takes place, the wealth
and influence of the corporations that sell them increases.
Psychological Consequences of the Consumer Culture
There is substantial evidence concluding that the impact consumerism has on the
environment and geopolitical policies is fundamentally damaging. However, from a
psychological perspective, the most concerning aspect is the effect consumerism has on
personal well-being. Miringoff, Miringoff, and Opdycke (2003) from The Fordham
Institute for Innovation in Social Policy assessed that social health has declined over the
past thirty years. The Fordham Institute for Innovation in Social Policy studied numerous
factors indicating lowered social health in the United States, including increases in four
major areas of (a) poverty, (b) teenage suicide, (c) lack of health insurance coverage, and
(d) income inequity (Miringoff, Miringoff, & Opdycke, 2003).
Perhaps contributing to the lower levels of societal health are materialistic values.
Solberg, Diener and Robinson (2004) described materialism to be “toxic” to subjective

8

well being. Kasser (2002) in his book The High Price o f Materialism clearly outlined that
people who embrace the value of pursuing wealth and possessions report lower levels of
psychological well-being. Kasser et al. (2004) described how people with a high Material
Value Orientation (MVO) care less about factors that that have been shown to contribute
to higher levels of subjective well-being. MVO is described by Kasser et al. (2004) as
values that espouse the pursuit of financial success, having nice possessions, having the
right image, and high status. These values are contrary to the values of affiliation,
benevolence, and interpersonal trust that are associated with higher levels of subjective
well-being (Kasser et al., 2004). People who hold a high MVO report concern for social
comparisons, lower self-esteem, and greater narcissism (Kasser et al., 2004). Solberg et
al. (2004) found people with materialistic values have poorer social lives and have a
greater discrepancy between what they want and what they have. Similarly, motivation is
affected by a high MVO. Kasser et al. (2004) demonstrated that feelings of guilt and use
of external pressure as a source of motivation are correlated with a high MVO. After
reviewing the literature, Solberg et al. (2004) concluded that pursuing materialistic goals
works against attainment of well-being. Although the literature on the impact of the
consumer culture on subjective well-being is limited, it is clear that excessive pursuit of
materialist goals is detrimental (Kasser, 2002; Kasser et al., 2004; Solberg et al., 2004).
A Meta Analysis on the Role of Money and Subjective Well-Being
A meta analysis by Diener and Biswas-Diener (2002) on SWB specifically
evaluated the role money has on SWB. Diener and Biswas-Diener (2002) looked at
several ways to measure SWB. The authors compared income levels between individuals
within the same nation, compared SWB across nations, assessed how increases in income
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affect an individual’s SWB and finally, Diener and Biswas-Diener (2002) looked at how
materialistic values affected SWB.
SWB between Individuals
For individuals within the same nation, those identified as “super rich” were
slightly more likely to report overall satisfaction with their lives. This trend was seen
across most countries included in the analysis, such as Belgium, Switzerland, Chile,
Ireland, the United States and numerous others. For example, the differences in Belgium
demonstrated that 91% of citizens who earned a high income reported overall life
satisfaction whereas 78% of the low income citizens reported so. Switzerland showed a
similar trend where 95% of high earning citizens reported overall life satisfaction
compared to 88% of low income citizens. Given these statistics it certainly appears
beneficial to be rich and consequently it seems worthwhile to strive to earn a high
income. However, Diener and Biswas-Diener (2002) provided some evidence
invalidating this assumption.
SWB between Nations
Generally, nations who had citizens with higher incomes had a larger percentage
of their citizens express overall satisfaction with life. For example, the average income
for a citizen of the Netherlands was $13,281 and 92% of their citizens reported to be
satisfied with their life, whereas India’s average income was $1,282 and 67% of their
citizens reported general life satisfaction. The statistics do not show that income is the
only predictor of SWB. For example, Ireland’s average income was $9,637 and 88% of
their citizens reported to be overall satisfied with their lives, but Japan’s average income
was $15,105 and only 72% of their citizens reported overall satisfaction. Diener and
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Biswas-Diener (2002) stated that other factors could contribute to high levels of SWB
among the wealthier nations, such as human rights, greater equality, and higher literacy.
Additionally, Diener and Biswas-Diener (2002) pointed out that measures showed
very little difference in the levels of satisfaction within nations. For example, there were
significant differences between the destitute and the ultra rich, but otherwise little
variability was seen among other citizens within the same nation. Generally speaking
though, poorer individuals, especially within the poorer nations were at much higher risk
of reporting lower levels of happiness.
Economic Growth and SWB
Another remarkable finding from Diener and Biswas-Diener’s (2002) meta
analysis was the effect increases in income on a national level had on SWB. Diener and
Biswas-Diener (2002) looked at the US and Japan, two nations that had periods of
tremendous economical growth to see how this may have affected SWB. In regards to
purchasing power, the poor of 1988 in the US had higher per capita expenditures
(adjusted for cost of living) than the average citizen of 1955 (Diener and Biswas-Diener,
2002). Additionally, Diener and Biswas-Diener (2002) stated, “The amount of work time
required to buy almost all goods has fallen substantially in recent decades.” Despite this
radical economic growth, Diener and Biswas-Diener (2002) confirmed that SWB
changed very little, if at all. Csikszentmihalyi (2004) also reported similar findings. He
stated that income for Americans has doubled when dollars are kept constant, yet reports
of happiness did not increase.
Even more impressive was the economic growth Japan experienced after World
War II. Rising to become one of the world’s richest nations, Japan saw virtually no
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increase in SWB as reported by its citizens. Although the gross domestic product of
Japan increased over 400% between 1958 and 1987 (dollar amounts adjusted for
inflation), SWB remained constant (Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2002)! Despite poor
citizens of both the US and Japan rising to the economic status of the past’s middle class,
SWB hardly changed at all.
Individual Financial Gain
Diener and Biswas-Diener (2002) also looked at financial gains achieved by
individuals. The results from the various studies they reviewed demonstrated mixed
results regarding increases in income and individual reports of SWB. Surprisingly, two
studies (one studied lottery winners and the other assessed individuals with increased
welfare benefits) both saw significant lowering of SWB. The lottery winners reported
that they were “less pleased” with daily activities, and the welfare recipients reported
more stress in their lives after getting an increase in benefits. Other studies demonstrated
an increase in SWB after receiving higher wages. However, it is very intriguing that
several longitudinal studies also saw significant lowering of SWB after an income raise.
Argyle (2001) reported that employment salary is a minor factor related to job
satisfaction. Although workers, politicians, and unions report salary as very important to
job satisfaction, the research clearly demonstrates that this factor is mistakenly
overemphasized (Argyle, 2001).
On an individual level and a national level, Diener and Biswas-Diener (2002),
commented on the lack of relationship between financial increases and SWB. There is no
longitudinal data that indicated economic increases led to significantly higher levels of
SWB. Diener and Biswas-Diener (2002) theorized that perhaps people’s desires increased
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as their incomes increased. Regardless of the reason, it is essential to recognize that
increases in financial resources did not significantly raise SWB.
The Role o f Materialism and SWB
Diener and Biswas-Diener (2002) finally looked at the role materialism has on
SWB. Within the US, numerous studies demonstrated a strong relationship of high
materialistic goals with low SWB. Rating money as very important correlated highly with
lowered reports of SWB, whereas conversely, placing a high value on love yielded high
reports of SWB. Even studies that controlled for income (those that compared low
income with high income earners) demonstrated that the inverse relationship persisted
(Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2002). However, respondents who placed a high value on
materialism and were rich, had SWB levels similar to those of non-materialists (Diener
and Biswas-Diener, 2002). Overall, having materialistic values was inimical to SWB
(Diener and Biswas-Diener, 2002).
Income and SWB Specific to the Poor
Diener and Biswas-Diener (2002) did not offer a detailed description of the
specific effects monetary gains have on SWB of the poor. However, there is a strong
positive effect of financial gain and SWB when an individual is poor (Argyle, 2001).
Reasons for this increase are easily intuited as increases in income among the poor allow
for basic needs to be met such as shelter, nutrition, and housing (Argyle, 2001).
Determinants o f Positive SWB
The most consistent factors related to higher reports of SWB are interpersonal
relationships, satisfaction with work, and leisure (Argyle, 2001; Duming, 1992; Kasser et
al., 2004; & Schor, 1991). Interpersonal relationships, in particular marriage, have been
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demonstrated to be one of the greatest sources of happiness (Argyle, 2001). Argyle
(2001) reported that among Europeans, being with friends was the most reported reason
for feeling joyful, and Kasser et al. (2004) stated that feeling connected to others in
general is a major contributor to well-being (Argyle, 2001; Kasser et al., 2004).
Employment also has a large impact on SWB. Forced unemployment contributed
to much lower rates of SWB, and conversely, job satisfaction correlated highly with life
satisfaction (Argyle, 2001). Retired individuals reported the highest levels of SWB
(Argyle, 2001). Overall, satisfaction with one’s leisure activities had the highest
correlation with overall life satisfaction (Argyle, 2001). Studies showed that participants
who increased their leisure activities reported reductions in anxiety, depression, and
increases in self-esteem and body image (Argyle, 2001).
Critique o f Consumerism in Regards to SWB
Although the psychological literature is consistent regarding the determinants of
life satisfaction, these factors are greatly minimized in a consumer culture. As Argyle
(2001) pointed out, workers, politicians, and unions identified salary as “very important”
to job satisfaction, when this clearly has not been demonstrated. Even more insidious is
the negative effect the consumer culture has on interpersonal relationships, social
relationships, and leisure (Argyle, 2001; Kasser et al., 2004; Schor, 1991). When material
wealth is actively pursued through employment, negative effects on interpersonal
relationships and leisure (the main determinants of SWB) are seen (Kasser et al., 2004;
Schor, 1991).
Plainly stated, if the values espoused by a consumer culture are adopted by an
individual, lower levels of SWB can be expected. The body of research on SWB
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challenges the fundamental premise that serves as the foundation of the consumer culture.
The “rags to riches” philosophy that epitomizes the American Dream is unfounded.
Despite soaring economies and increased accessibility to purchase new things, neither the
US nor Japan’s citizens reported increases in SWB (Diener and Biswas-Diener, 2002).
Even though thousands of daily messages, particularly from advertisements, make
persuasive arguments linking a new product with happiness and joy, the research clearly
disproves this notion. The implications from this finding cannot be overstated. The
primary indicator of the US government measuring societal health, namely the economy,
is entirely misplaced. Additionally, the essence of our culture, the desire to acquire more
and more products, is based on principles that threaten one’s happiness. The values
embraced by the consumer culture must change in order to reduce the negative impact
pursuing financial aspirations has on SWB.
The Profession of Psychology and Consumerism
Although the adverse effects of consumerism are pervasive on ecological, geo
political, and psychological levels, psychologists’ role in curbing this cultural
phenomenon has been sparse (Kasser & Kanner, 2004). On the contrary, in many
instances psychologists have contributed to the promotion of the consumer culture
(Kasser & Kanner, 2004). For example, Kasser et al. (2004) explained that the dominant
theories in psychology (i.e. cognitive behavioral therapy and behaviorism) promote social
rewards, obtaining goals, and integrating into society as determinants of psychological
well-being. When these values are put in the context of a consumer society, they lead
toward lower levels of subjective well-being (Kasser et al., 2004). Exploring clients’
values and assessing their level of materialistic striving would be a more effective
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approach than encouraging adoption of a consumer culture’s values (Kasser et al., 2004)
However, in the psychological community the opposite is true. Overall, there is
reluctance from the psychological community to study aspects of the consumer culture.
Kasser and Kanner (2004) provided three reasons for this reluctance, including: (a)
Psychology historically does not readily study variables outside the individual, (b)
psychology works in collusion with the consumer culture by assisting marketing firms
and developing highly persuasive advertising, and (c) psychology is ambivalent toward
social criticism in general. Despite this legacy of ignoring the study of the consumer
culture and promoting its tenets, the psychological community has begun to change its
focus. An increase in articles, books and journals (such as the June 2004 issue of the
Monitor on Psychology) are devoted to further understanding the consumer culture and
the effects it has on psychological well-being.
Focusing on the consumer culture from a psychological perspective may help
formulate new strategies to counteract the negative consequences that arise from a society
focused on materialism. For example, Winter (1996), in her book Ecological Psychology,
offers numerous resolutions to the world’s current environmental issues from a variety of
psychological perspectives. Similarly, psychological perspectives may be able to offer
different views regarding corporate influence over governments. The greatest potential
for psychological involvement regarding the study of the consumer society relates to the
adverse effects the consumer society has on personal well-being. Kasser and Kanner
(2004) report that many of the psychological aspects of the consumer society have yet to
be determined or studied; therefore, they argue that it is critical that the study of
consumerism become a priority among the psychological community. Issues related to
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environmental degradation, geo-political inequality, and societal promotion of
materialistic values could be reduced through the study of consumerism from a
psychological perspective.
Purpose
The purpose of this study is to obtain a rich understanding of an alternative
lifestyle to the consumer culture, namely voluntary simplicity (VS). The substantial
attention and overall societal emphasis on consumerism leaves very few outlets to look at
other lifestyles that de-emphasize consumption. Even the psychological community has
contributed to consumerism by assisting advertising agencies to create more effective
marketing strategies. This study outlines the pitfalls of consumerism, both on a macro
level (global inequalities and harm to the environment) and a micro-level, as in the case
with lower levels of subjective well being if the values of a consumer culture are adopted.
First and foremost however, this study seeks to understand another lifestyle to the
omnipresent consumer culture, voluntary simplicity. This study seeks to gain an in-depth
understanding of VS since the previous studies on this topic have fallen short.
Specifically, many authors cited different “essential” elements of VS, and others used
very limited behavioral checklists to capture VS. Looking beyond these limitations, this
study uses a qualitative approach to gain a deep perspective of VS through twelve
participants that live this lifestyle.
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
There are people who have adopted lifestyles that have begun to question the
consumer culture and live according to different values than those promoted by
mainstream American society. Although some of these lifestyles are described as
“counter-culture”, concerns regarding consumerism and the materialistic values of
society are held by the majority of US citizens. Schor (1998) summarized a Merck
Family Fund poll and reported that 73% of Americans are concerned with the societal
focus on material wealth and 82% agreed that most people in the US consume more than
they need. These views continued as demonstrated in 2004 when another public opinion
poll conducted by Widmeyer Research and Polling of Washington, DC showed that 88%
of their sample (n=1092) felt Americans are too materialistic and 81% thought Americans
are too focused on shopping and spending (Widmeyer Research and Polling of
Washington, DC, 2004). Lifestyles that have seemingly grown out of these concerns
include downshifters, ethical consumers, and voluntary simplifiers.
As described by Schor (1998), downshifters represent individuals who made
lifestyle changes that include working less and de-emphasizing material success. Schor
(1998) described downshifters as a broad category describing people who experienced
some sort of life-change toward lessening their commitment to the consumer culture.
Schor (1998) estimated that 12% of Americans voluntarily or involuntarily experienced a
reduction in work that was seen as positive and would be described as downshifters.
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Etzioni (2004) described downshifiters as moderate simplifiers who elect not to
buy consumer goods that they could easily afford. Etzioni (2004) emphasized that
downshifters are often professionals who make basic changes to their lifestyle that
include refraining from elaborate dining experiences or dressing in casual attire.
Ethical consumers are less identified in the literature and describe people who
purchase items with the consideration various ethical concerns (Shaw & Newholm,
2002). Some ethical considerations that guide consumption for this group include
environmental degradation, mistreatment of animals at factory farms, the use of
pesticides, and excessive landfill use. There is overlap between the values and lifestyles
of downshifters, ethical consumers and voluntary simplifiers, but voluntary simplicity
(VS) is identified as a unique lifestyle in the literature.
The current study focuses on voluntary simplicity because of its alternative
approach to the consumer culture. As Kasser and Kanner (2004) articulate, the harmful
effects of the consumer culture regarding personal well-being are substantial and need to
be addressed by the psychological community. This research identified and explored
voluntary simplicity as a lifestyle that is committed to reducing the influence of the
consumer culture. Additionally, voluntary simplicity is the most concretely recognized,
albeit loosely, lifestyle in comparison to the lifestyles of downshifters and ethical
consumers. Demonstrating the popularity of voluntary simplicity, mainstream books,
organizations, newsletters, and community groups have formed in support of this
lifestyle.
Although voluntary simplicity has gained some popularity in the mainstream
culture, there is much ambiguity that surrounds this lifestyle. Craig-Lees and Hill (2002)
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pointed out that numerous authors have identified various characteristics that have been
purported to be the “essence” of voluntary simplicity. Adding to the ambiguity is the
paucity of scientific literature on voluntary simplicity, especially from a psychological
perspective. While sparse, voluntary simplicity has been researched from sociological,
psychological, and marketing perspectives. This review of the literature discusses the
various definitions and descriptions identified in the literature regarding voluntary
simplicity, as well as the behaviors associated with voluntary simplicity, and finally the
values, beliefs, and motives described in the literature.
Defining Voluntary Simplicity
Although there is substantial overlap among definitions for voluntary simplicity
(VS), many definitions exist. Many authors refer back to Richard Gregg’s (1977)
definition (written in 1936) of voluntary simplicity as involving both mental and
environmental conditions that limit possession in order to live deliberately according to
one’s life purpose. Elgin (1981), a proponent of Gregg’s (1936) definition, authored a
book titled Voluntary Simplicity where he described VS in various ways. Many of Elgin’s
(1981) definitions describe the philosophies of VS, but lack specificity regarding what it
means to live a VS lifestyle. Elgin (1981) consistently described VS as a lifestyle
between an industrial civilization and a post-industrial civilization that blends the two in
order to live more intentionally, allowing a deeper relationship with the important aspects
of one’s life to manifest. Elgin (1981) devotes the first chapter of his book to describing
VS. He opens the chapter by stating that at the crux of VS is “harmonious and purposeful
living.” Elgin (1981) continues to offer similar philosophical descriptions of VS by using
terms and phrases such as “living more consciously,” “unburden ourselves,” and “live
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more lightly, cleanly and aerodynamically.” Given Elgin’s (1981) philosophical
descriptions of VS, it is difficult to discern behavioral elements of VS or accurately
identify people that lead a VS lifestyle.
Leonard-Barton (1981) addressed the concept of personal independence within
VS and stated that maximizing control over daily activities and minimizing consumption
are the hallmarks of VS. Leonard-Barton (1981) further described VS as a lifestyle
chosen by people who want to minimize their dependence on large institutions such as
government and agribusiness. It is unclear how Leonard-Barton (1981) concluded that the
motivation for VS was a way to be less reliant on large organizations. The study focused
primarily on behaviors of voluntary simplifiers (VSers) and the motivations described by
the participants in follow-up interviews identified frugality, social responsibility, and
community pressure. Shama and Wisenblit (1984) described VS as possessing the
characteristics of self sufficiency, low consumption, and ecological responsibility.
Similarly, Iwata (1997) defined VS as a lifestyle of low consumption and material self
dependency. While Shama and Wisenblit (1984) and Iwata (1997) found similar
characteristics for VS, they both used questionnaires that were narrow in scope to make
these assessments. Shama and Wisenblit (1984) used an 18-item questionnaire and Iwata
(1997) used a 23-item questionnaire that tapped very specific aspects of VS that do not
represent the diverse lifestyle of VS. For example, items such as “I bike for exercise” and
“sophisticated functions of products are useless” fail to capture the broad scope of VS
and inaccurately identify the people who endorse it. Additionally, these scales are
outdated for today’s use because many of the items assessed behaviors, such as recycling,
that are now performed by many people who do not identify as VSers.
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Schor (1998) focused on the reduced spending aspects of VS and described VSers
as people who reject the traditional path of work and spend and do not see spending less
as a threat to their quality of life. Schor (1998) continued to describe VSers as greatly
restricting financial expenditures to the point that some meet the government definition of
impoverished. However, Schor (1998) points out that these VSers do not consider
themselves poor and additionally emphasize that there is no one way to live a VS
lifestyle. Craig-Lees and Hill (2002) straightforwardly described VSers as individuals
who choose to live with less. Although this is a succinct definition, it is very broad and
does not discriminate very well between VSers and non-VSers. Etzioni (2004)
emphasized the voluntary aspect of voluntary simplicity. He described VSers as people
using their free will to minimize their consumption in order to focus on non-materialistic
outlets for satisfaction and meaning (Etzioni, 2004).
Huneke (2005) addressed four broad categories that defined VS. The four
categories were (a) running a home, (b) child rearing, (c) making a living and managing
finances, and (d) seeking community. These categories were touched upon in various
ways by other authors, but no one else looked at these aspects as defining elements of
VS. Huneke (2005) used very few references verifying the validity of these descriptions
of VS. Indeed, she vaguely reported that such descriptors can be found on web sites,
newsletters, and books (Huneke, 2005).
Finally, Zavestoski (2002) stated that VS is a belief system which espouses the
notion that personal satisfaction, fulfillment and happiness stem from the nonmaterial
aspects of life. Zavestoski (2002) further discussed VS as a means to achieve Maslow’s
self actualizing needs where the consumer culture falls short. Specifically, Zavestoski
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(2002) described the many needs consumerism can fulfill, except authenticity, which
motivated VSers to step away from the consumer culture for a simpler lifestyle. Clear
themes of low consumption, deliberate pursuit toward personal values (such as
environmental sustainability and energy conservation), self sufficiency, and a
commitment to living with less arise from the various definitions. Indeed, there seems to
be general agreement in the literature among the definitions of VS, but the overlap is
vague and nonspecific. Efforts to clarify the label of voluntary simplicity resulted in
researchers identifying common activities and behaviors among VSers, but through brief
questionnaires that were narrow in scope.
Behavioral Characteristics o f Voluntary Simplifiers
Schor (1998) stated that the VS movement clearly identifies that there is no
specific way to live simply and that each person must make these decisions for oneself.
Nevertheless, many authors identified numerous common behaviors among VSers.
Behaviors associated with a VS lifestyle include being active in local communities and
actions that promote environmental sustainability, enhance self sufficiency, reduce
material possessions, and use of various forms of transportation. Leonard-Barton (1981)
identified that VSers in California were likely to conserve energy by investing in energyconserving equipment, weatherizing windows and doors and turning off pilot lights in
warmer months. Shama and Wisenblit (1984), Shama (1988), Etzioni (1998), Huneke
(2005), and Craig-Lees and Hill (2002) identified behaviors related to recycling among
VSers, including items such as paper, glass and compost. However, behaviors related to
recycling are no longer a marker of VS because since the 1980s many people participate
in recycling behaviors who would not be considered VSers.
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Etzioni (1998) reported that VSers were likely to spend time in nature and
belonged to environmentally conscientious organizations. Craig-Lees and Hill (2002)
looked at some of the specific consumer habits of VSers and demonstrated, through
numerous interviews with VSers, that participants purchased items that had the least
amount of packaging. Similarly, Craig-Lees and Hill (2002) and Huneke (2005) also
found that VSers preferred to buy local and organic produce. Huneke (2005) found that
VSers performed several behaviors that were associated with environmental and social
responsibility. Some behaviors included buying environmentally friendly products and
buying from socially responsible producers.
Voluntary simplifiers exhibit behaviors related to self-sufficiency. LeonardBarton (1981) and Shama and Wisenblit (1984) found that VSers were more likely to
change their own oil. However, they did not assess whether participants owned a car, so
those who chose to live more simply by living without a car were rated lower on their VS
scale. Iwata (1997), Iwata (1999), and Iwata (2006) found that VSers in Japan did not
mind doing domestic chores and Schor (1998) reported that VSers refrained from buying
convenient-oriented food and often cooked for themselves. Craig-Lees and Hill (2002)
found VSers took efforts to ensure the items they owned would last a long time, including
being very knowledgeable about certain products, such as solar panels. In order to
promote self reliance, Shama and Wisenblit (1984) found that VSers took various
instructional courses. Similarly, Leonard-Barton (1981) used questionnaires to find that
VSers were likely to do their own repairs around the house and make their own clothing.
Behaviors related to reduction, including reducing material possessions and
reducing participation in consumerism, were cited by several authors. Leonard-Barton
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(1981), Shama and Wisenblit (1984), and Shaw and Newholm (2002) collected data from
VSers that reported a reduction in their meat consumption. Lowering meat consumption
is linked with environmental responsibility because of the large amount of fresh water
used to sustain livestock and the destructive effects of converting native plant areas into
land for grazing. Leonard-Barton (1981) reported that 71.8% of their sample agreed that
they their main meals were meatless. Shama and Wisenblit (1984) used the same,
somewhat limited, questionnaire as Leonard-Barton (1981) and also found that those
identified as VSers significantly reported eating meatless meals. Shaw and Newholm
(2002) interviewed several VSers and reported that the majority of the sample modified
their diet including those who became vegetarian and vegan. Although, Shaw and
Newholm (2002) commented that the term vegetarian was used loosely, including
individuals who ate some meat products. Nevertheless, the authors stated that some
change in participants’ diet was apparent, including restricting meat consumption to
organic meats and free range animals. Shama and Wisenblit (1984) and Schor (1998)
noted that VSers reduced their dependence on traditional stores and often purchased
items second-hand. Generally, VSers choose to live with fewer material possessions
(Elgin, 1981; Etzioni, 1998; Schor, 1998). Elgin (1981) stated that there is a commitment
by VSers to reduce excess material possessions. Etzioni (1998) explained that once basic
needs are met, VSers choose to live with fewer possessions, and consequently enabling
VSers to live on less income. Voluntary simplifiers were also observed to reduce house
size to accommodate smaller incomes (Schor, 1998). Similarly, Schor (1998) interviewed
VSers who reduced their work hours including those who changed jobs and worked parttime. Iwata (1997) and Iwata (2001) reported that Japanese VSers reduced their garbage
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by throwing as little as possible away and buying products with the least amount of
packaging.
Voluntary simplifiers tend to use a variety of modes of transportation. Huneke
(2005) found that many VSers rated limiting their car use as important. Shama and
Wisenblit (1984) and Etzioni (1998) reported that transportation by bicycle is common
among VSers. Etzioni (1998) and Shaw and Newholm (2002) discussed the use of public
transportation by VSers. Shaw and Newholm (2002) interviewed VSers who deliberately
lived without cars and Etzioni (1998) identified the reliance on walking by VSers.
Various community activities are participated in by VSers. Leonard-Barton
(1981) described VSers who organized neighborhood workshops and described a type of
VSer, a crusader, that acted as a community role model. Shama and Wisenblit (1984)
reported on the popularity of cooperative co-housing and cooperative grocery stores
among VSers. Interestingly, Huneke (2005) found that of the 21 behaviors listed, living
in co-housing was rated as the least important by VSers. Nonetheless, Huneke (2005)
found that the factor of community was statistically significant in her sample. That is,
after factor analysis was performed, several behaviors loaded onto the community factor,
including living in co-housing (Huneke, 2005). Etzioni (1998) described VSers as
cultivating many community pursuits including volunteering, enriching a public life, and
attending local cultural activities. According to Schor (1998), she identified that
voluntary simplifiers like to socialize with individual with similar values, specifically
other voluntary simplifiers.
Both Zavestoski (2002) and Craig-Lees and Hill (2002) took a marketing
perspective while conducting their qualitative research and therefore psychological
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elements of VS were not actively pursued. Similarly, Shama and Wisenblit (1984), Iwata
(1997; 2001; 2006), Huneke (2005), and Leonard-Barton (1981) used Likert-type
questionnaires to assess the behaviors of VSers. Their questionnaires substantially limited
the types of behaviors VSers could endorse, therefore giving a narrow range of behaviors
that they associated with VS. That being the case, numerous other behaviors may
represent VS much more accurately, but given their methodology were unable to be
assessed. Zavestoski (2002) and Craig-Lees and Hill (2002) used qualitative methods
which allowed for a much broader description of behaviors affiliated with VS, but the
type of questions they asked guided the participants in a direction that would best assist
marketing strategies.
Values, Beliefs, and Motives among Voluntary Simplifiers
Behaviors by themselves do not give a complete picture of VS. Many authors
identified the values, beliefs, and motives of people who adopted a VS lifestyle. Beliefs
related to the welfare of the Earth’s environment, striving to live according to one’s
values, holding anti-consumer beliefs, and seeing the consumer culture as oppressive
were all reported as motivation for living a VS lifestyle. Concern for the Earth’s
environment and the welfare of its inhabitants was expressed by many VSers. Shama and
Wisenblit (1984) discovered that a significant number of their participants believed in
ecological responsibility. Elgin (1981) reported that VSers strive to live in balance with
nature, and Zavestoski (2002) found that VSers desire for humans to reduce their impact
on the Earth. Leonard-Barton (1981) found that due to environmental concerns, VSers
labeled “conservers” believed strongly in conservation and passionately reduced waste of
all kinds.
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More generally, Iwata (2001), Bekin, Carrigan, and Szmigin (2005), and CraigLees and Hill (2002) identified VSers as holding positive attitudes toward
environmentally responsible behavior. Leonard-Barton (1981) identified another group of
VSers as “crusaders” who identified a strong sense of social responsibility. Growing
understanding regarding the social impact of consumerism was identified among VSers
(Shaw & Newholm, 2002). In their qualitative study, Shaw and Newholm (2002) tapped
numerous concerns among VSers for equitable treatment on a global scale. Bekin et. al.
(2005) had participants identify concerns for the environment, which motivated them to
move to an intentional community (a community where a group of people live together
based on agreed upon values). VSers recognized the unfairness of world trade and the
unequal global distribution of food (Shaw & Newholm, 2002). Motivations for reducing
global poverty were also discussed by VSers (Shaw & Newholm, 2002). Meat production
was also a concern for VSers. Worry for animal welfare due to factory farming guided
VSers food consumption needs (Zavestoski, 2002; Shaw & Newholm, 2002).
Living by their Values
A strong belief held by VSers was a commitment to live according to their values.
Shama and Wisenblit (1984) found that VSers were motivated to have more control in
their lives as consumers by emphasizing personal growth rather than economic growth.
Elgin’s (1993) primary focus in his book Voluntary Simplicity is to live more deliberately
and according to one’s values. Indeed, Elgin (1993) described that VSers focus more on
developing inner growth and seeking to live a more streamlined life without external
excess. Etzioni (1998) and Zavestoski (2002) noted that VSers strive to live in authentic
ways. Etzioni (1998) described VSers as striving toward Maslow’s higher needs, such as
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close interpersonal relationships and self-efficacy. Zavestoski (2002) also used Maslow’s
hierarchy of needs as a framework to conceptualize VSers motivations. He proposed that
the self actualizing needs of efficacy and authenticity cannot be met through
consumerism and therefore motivated VSers to lead the lifestyle they do. Specific values,
including spending more time with family were seen to be a motivation for adopting a VS
lifestyle. Schor (1998) and Craig-Lees and Hill (2002) emphasized that VSers seek strong
community as well. Craig-Lees and Hill (2002) interviewed VSers who described their
commitment to reduce their income in order to have more personal time to spend with
family and in nature. They also found a strong religious/spiritual motivator among the
VSers they interviewed. Overall, by reducing commitments that did not strongly
represent their values, VSers were able to focus on activities that were clearer expressions
of their values.
Anti-consumer Beliefs
Voluntary Simplifiers held various anti-consumer beliefs. Etzioni (1998) and
Iwata (2001) reported that VSers articulately described a philosophy that was clearly anti
consumerism and anti-materialistic. Etzioni (1998) reports that VSers embrace values
that are similar to those held by Quakers, Puritans, and transcendentalists that all focus on
material simplicity and question personal expressions through the consumer culture.
Many VSers thought it was important to reduce their participation in the consumer
culture and used subversive means to do so, including purchasing items second-hand and
moving to less affluent or urbanized areas (Schor, 1998; Shaw & Newholm, 2002). Other
VSers reduced their commitment to the consumer culture by believing that function,
necessity, and performance of a product are more important than style (Shama &
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Wisenblit, 1984; Craig-Lees & Hill, 2002). Similarly, Iwata (2001) found VSers held
strong notions regarding self sufficiency which enabled them to rely on themselves
instead of consuming services they could perform. Iwata questioned Japanese citizens
and it is unclear if this finding is generalizeable to American citizens.
Pressure to Consume
Finally, Schor (1998), Shaw and Newholm (2002) and Zavestoski (2002)
identified beliefs related to oppression from the consumer culture as a motivator for
adopting a VS lifestyle. Zavestoski (2002) concluded that the main reason VSers focused
on minimizing their material possessions was to alleviate their personal distress
stemming from overconsumption. Schor (1998) described excessive work hours and high
levels of stress as motivating many VSers. Specifically, Schor (1998) stated that VSers
felt they received significant pressure to pay for their possessions, as in the case of a high
mortgage and wanted to end that cycle. Shaw and Newholm (2002) and Zavestoski
(2002) reported that VSers felt unease regarding external pressures to consume and
decided to reduce the effects of the consumer culture by looking at their participation in it
differently.
Overview of Literature Review
Although much information had been gained from the reviewed literature
regarding VS, a bias from the marketing literature dominates. The most current literature
on VS, as researched by Shaw and Newholm (2002), Zavestoski (2002), Huneke (2005),
and Craig-Lees and Hill (2002) was motivated to find effective marketing strategies for
VSers and get these reluctant consumers to participate in the consumer culture. Even
early on, Shama (1981) pointed out that VSers threaten marketing executives, and
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recommended that marketing firms change their strategies to make a profit from this
group. Huneke (2005) emphasized that VSers still purchase items, but are usually
conscientious shoppers. This being the case, Huneke (2005) recommends that marketers
change their messages, packaging, and media selection in order to reach out to these
recalcitrant shoppers.
Similarly, Shaw and Newholm (2002) expressed their concern that much still
needs to be understood about this group in order to effectively market to them. They
communicated frustration regarding the heterogeneity of VSers and the subsequent
difficulty to identify general marketing strategies. Indeed, Shaw and Newholm (2002)
stated that a lack of understanding of VSers could be damaging to marketing strategies
and may even find that VSers “recoil against” such strategies. There is an underlining
motive by Shaw and Newholm (2002), Zavestoski (2002), and Craig-Lees and Hill
(2002) to thoroughly understand VSers in order to alter the messages of the consumer
culture to suit them. The VS lifestyle is not seen by these authors as a viable alternative to
the consumer culture, but rather as a barrier to overcome. Marketing psychologists,
including Shaw and Newholm (2002), Zavestoski (2002), and Craig-Lees and Hill
(2002), are seemingly ignoring the literature on subjective well-being and the negative
effects of materialism. Additionally, the psychological marketing literature is
contributing to the numerous environmental, geo-political, sociological, and
psychological problems of the consumer culture.
Perhaps the most ambitious attempt to market to VSers is purported by Zavestoski
(2002). Through his research, Zavestoski (2002) concluded that VSers may be motivated
by goals of authenticity when viewed through the work of Maslow. Rather than recognize

the limits of authentic expression from the consumer culture, Zavestoski (2002) identified
a new marketing strategy. The challenge, as identified by Zavestoski (2002), is to
convince VSers that authentic expressions can be obtained by purchasing products. He
proposed creating marketing strategies that focused on persuading consumers that
purchases could be a form of expression of one’s authenticity.
Zavestoski (2002) thoroughly reviewed Maslow’s work and creatively
incorporated the motivations of consumers based on the hierarchy of needs as outlined by
Maslow. However, according to Zavestoski (2002), the only one of Maslow’s needs that
cannot be met through consumerism is authenticity. He claims that the needs related to
physiology (those related to sustaining life), safety, belongingness, love, and esteem can
all be met through consumerism. Certainly, there are needs related to physiology (buying
food) and safety (having a secure house) that can be obtained through consumerism, but
Zavestoski (2002) over-estimates the utility of consumerism. Specifically, Maslow
(1968) warned that one’s inner nature, or self actualization can be sabotaged by cultural
pressure. Zavestoski (2002) is fostering the very cultural pressure Maslow (1968)
cautioned against. Furthermore, Maslow, as described by Liebert and Spiegler (1987),
stressed the importance of developing an independence from the environment and culture
for meeting one’s needs. Maslow’s basic tenets toward culture are in direct opposition to
what Zavestoski (2002) proposed. Indeed, Maslow found self-actualizing people
endorsed naturalness, solitude, detachment from external influence, and simplicity
(Liebert & Spiegler, 1984). These characteristics are expressed much more congruently
through voluntary simplicity than through the consumer culture.

Like Zavestoski (2002), the current study uses Maslow’s hierarchy of needs as a
template to understand the motivations of VSers; however, the premises are quite
different. Instead of using Maslow’s work to determine how marketing strategies can be
more effective, Maslow’s work will be used to understand the complexity and richness of
the VS lifestyle. Specifically, this study will assess whether VSers discuss Maslow’s
higher needs as motivation for living a VS lifestyle.
Rationale
This study is based on the recognition of the tremendously negative impact of the
consumer culture. Indeed, the main premise for this study is based on the recognition that
adoption of the values of the consumer culture threaten personal happiness (Kasser, 2002;
Kasser et al., 2004; Solberg et al., 2004). An exploration of an alternative lifestyle is
sought, namely voluntary simplicity that operates from different premises than those of
the consumer culture. The literature on SWB clearly identifies three primary factors that
contribute to well-being. These three factors, a balanced relationship with work, close
personal relationships, and leisure activities, cannot be obtained through consumer means
(Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2002). The omnipresence of the consumer culture distracts
much needed attention from the actual factors related to SWB.
Marketing research that looks at VS as a barrier to a consumer lifestyle is
perceiving the consumer culture as a viable outlet for well-being and is fundamentally
flawed. The continued endorsement of the consumer culture by psychologists must stop.
Promoting beliefs and values that threaten subjective well-being is potentially unethical
behavior under the APA (2002) ethical principles of psychologists and code of conduct.

Research stemming from a psychological perspective that sees VS as an alternative to the
consumer culture is greatly needed.
Kasser and Kanner (2004) identified that psychology as a profession has
promoted the adoption of a consumer lifestyle in various ways and additional literature is
needed from the psychological community that addresses other healthy lifestyles beyond
consumerism. This study focuses on VS in order to gain a thorough understanding of a
lifestyle that de-emphasizes the consumer culture. Specifically, a psychological
perspective that breaks away from the more common marketing literature is sought.
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CHAPTER III
METHODS
Rationale and Overview of Consensual Qualitative Research
It is evident through the review of the literature on voluntary simplicity that few
specifics are known about this lifestyle. Attempts from authors such as Iwata (1997,
2001, 2005), Bekin et al. (2005) and Shama and Wisenblit (1984) that used specific
questionnaires to specify behaviors and values of VSers were too narrow and failed to
capture a comprehensive understanding of VS. Indeed, there is not enough known about
this lifestyle to effectively formulate a questionnaire eliciting specific behaviors or
aspects of this lifestyle. However, it is clear that themes are common to this lifestyle,
such as environmental stewardship, self sufficiency, and reducing personal possessions.
Because such themes have emerged, but few specifics are known, VS is much more
conducive to be studied from a qualitative methodology. Furthermore, the recent
qualitative studies conducted by Craig-Lees and Hill (2002), Zavestoski (2002), and
Huneke (2005) gleaned the greatest amount of information regarding this lifestyle.
Consensual qualitative research (CQR) was chosen as the specific methodology
because of its inherent rigor. As described by Hill et al. (1997), CQR requires an analysis
team to analyze the data, thereby offering varying perspectives that more accurately
conceptualize the participants’ responses. That is, by having multiple perspectives,
researchers can hone in on the subjective reality of the participants more accurately.

Additionally, CQR provides clear step by step analysis procedures of the data,
separating it from other more ambiguous qualitative methodologies.
The three basic steps of CQR provide a framework that assists with an in-depth
analysis of the data while minimizing bias. The three general steps of CQR as described
by Hill et al. (1997) are (a) responses from open-ended, interview questions are
transcribed and coded into broad domains, (b) responses under each domain are then
boiled down to concise paraphrased statements called core ideas, and (c) cross analysis
takes place between the core ideas, whereby common categories are identified across
responses. Put plainly, broad topics are first identified (in this study there were eight),
then the participants’ words under each of the domains are condensed into shorter
phrases, and finally, those shorter phrases under each of the domains are used to come up
with common themes under each domain. The end result was eight broad domains with
several categories under each domain. For example, the domain motivation had many
categories falling under it, including financial considerations, environmental
preservation, and influence o f others.
During each layer of analysis, the team members discussed their coding of the
transcript. Comparison of each members’ coding takes place and a final coding of the
transcript occurs when the team comes to consensus. The process of consensus sets CQR
apart, and focuses on capturing the participants’ reality as accurately as possible. Often,
consensus was achieved relatively easily, especially as the rationale and criteria for the
coding took shape. Nonetheless, there were instances where consensus was more
challenging, and in-depth conversations took place in order to achieve unanimous
agreement.
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Participants
Twelve participants who adopt a voluntary simple lifestyle were recruited through
two online communities that promote voluntary simplicity. The two communities were
The Center for a New American Dream and The Compact. Permission from the two
communities was established through e-mail correspondence. Each of these communities
has an online message board, and recruitment took place in the form of online
advertisements for voluntary simplifiers interested in being interviewed about their
lifestyle. The advertisement asked members to share their experiences of living simply
and contact information was provided in the form of e-mail addresses and telephone
numbers. After participants made contact, demographic forms and consent forms were emailed to them. Once demographic forms were received back, interviews were scheduled
and took place over telephone and were audio recorded.
The participants varied in age, social economic status, ethnicity, and degree to
which they live a VS lifestyle. The age range was wide as the youngest participant was
twenty four and the oldest was seventy four. The average age was 42.5, which put to rest
concerns about only reaching younger participants since recruitment took place solely
through the Internet. There was a fairly even distribution by gender and seven women
and five men participated. All but one of the participants identified as Caucasian. One
woman identified as biracial, Thai and English. The income discrepancy was fairly large
as two people said they make less that $5,000 annually, whereas participant eleven
reported that he made over $100,000. The average income was roughly $27,000, well
below the mean household national average of $46, 336 (DeNavas-Walt, Proctor, and
Lee, 2006).
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Instruments
Initially the participants were going to be asked four interview questions. Through
pilot interviews, the interview questions were modified. The pilot interviews took place
before the official recruitment of the participants and were in addition to the twelve
participants in the study. Both of the interviewees for the pilot interviews self-described
themselves as VSers, and were recruited based on that criteria. One was an ex-pilot for a
major airline who was a law-student, and the other was a graduate student studying
English. Both lived in small residences and regularly reduced their material possessions,
including getting rid of their computers.
The original four questions are as follows: (a)How would you define voluntary
simplicity, (b) What values do you hold that motivate you to live simply, (c) How do you
maintain this lifestyle, and (d) what role do your possessions play in your life. Follow up
questions were used as appropriate to prompt for additional information.
After the two pilot interviews, a better understanding of these prompts were
obtained and some modifications were made to the primary questions. Since the first
question elicited straightforward, dictionary-like definitions of voluntary simplicity, it
was changed to “What does voluntary simplicity mean to you?” The second question had
the word beliefs added so that it reads, “What are your values and beliefs that motivate
you to live a simple lifestyle?” The third question generated an unexpected answer and
led to two prompts, including, “What resources do you use to live simply within a
consumer culture?” and “What strategies do you use to live simply?” Finally, a question
was added to conclude the interview as a final catch-all which is worded, “What else
about living simply that you didn’t get a chance to discuss would you like to talk about?”

After being revised, the five questions are as follows: (a) What does voluntary simplicity
mean to you, (b) What values and beliefs do you hold that motivate you to live simply,
(c) How do you maintain this lifestyle (this question has two prompts: what resources do
you use to live simply within a consumer culture, and what strategies do you use that
assist you to live simply), (d) what role do your possessions play in your life, and (e)
what else about living simply that you didn’t get a chance to discuss would like to talk
about? The interviews ranged from twenty minutes to forty minutes with the average
interview taking about 25 minutes.
Procedure
The following procedure is designed in accordance to Hill et al.’s (1997)
description of consensual qualitative research (CQR) methodology and was modeled after
Juntunen, Barraclough, Broneck, Seibel, Winrow and Morin’s (2001) study using CQR.
Instrument Development
Five questions were derived after reviewing the literature and conducting pilot
interviews. These questions were reviewed by the dissertation committee and the auditor.
All suggestions and recommendations were taken into consideration to most effectively
tap into the stated purpose of this study. Responses from the participants were audio
taped and subsequently transcribed.
Analysis Team and the Process o f Consensus
There were three reviewers in the analysis team and one auditor. Tim Beecher,
M.Ed., a doctoral student in counseling psychology will serve as one member of the
analysis team. Two other doctoral-level graduate students were recruited from the
counseling psychology program served on the analysis team. Kara Wettersten , Ph.D., a

professor in the counseling psychology program, has experience with qualitative
methodology, including CQR, and served as the auditor.
The key aspect of consensus distinguishes CQR from other qualitative
methodologies and minimizes potential bias. The process of consensus entails each
member of the analysis team reading the transcripts and identifying domains and core
ideas on their own. Then, during regularly scheduled meetings, the analysis team met
together and discussed their individual evaluations with the team, and as a whole, the
analysis team decided which domains and core ideas most accurately reflect the data. As
Hill et al. (1997) described, this process entailed disagreements and as suggested, group
dynamics were addressed. Specifically, disagreement and varying opinions were
encouraged and personal barriers to this open process was discussed during the initial
meeting of the analysis team.
The categories were coded in a different manner, but in a manner congruent with
the CQR methodology. The analysis team evaluated all of the core ideas across all
participants for each of the domains, and then together as a group identified the
categories that most represented the data. The main difference while coding the
categories was allowing the process of determining the categories to emerge as a team,
rather than analyze the data independently and compare notes later on.
Awareness o f Biases
One objective of the analysis team was to discuss the biases we held toward
consumerism and more specifically, voluntary simplicity. It is theorized that by
recognizing our biases, we will gain awareness and assist our objectivity regarding the
participants’ responses. The analysis team began the exercise of identifying their biases
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by first beginning with biases toward consumerism. The following were some of the
biases identified toward consumerism: consumerism is part of a capitalistic society, it is
easy to be a consumer, consumerism is based on the principle that the more wealth one
has the better, consumerism can be financially harmful, consumerism provides comfort
and convenience, American culture is focused on consumerism, consumerism
transformed the holidays, and consumerism is bad for the environment. Some of the
salient biases toward VS were: the lifestyle takes a lot of effort, it is a more ethical way
o f living, the lifestyle can be judgmental, it conserves natural resources, the lifestyle is
more balanced, practitioners of VS have less stuff to worry about, and it is a less
pressured lifestyle. Given these varied biases, a discussion took place with the team
members before the analysis of the transcripts to determine ways to limit the extent that
these biases affected our evaluation of the domains, core ideas, and categories. The
analysis team determined that since two of the three members knew very little about
voluntary simplicity, their biases were limited and had very little chance of posing a
threatening bias. It was also determined that the two members who knew very little about
VS would moderate the biases held by the primary investigator.
Identification o f Domains/Core Ideas
Coding of domains is a method to highlight the broad concepts for each
participant. Once a set of domains are determined, all the participant’s responses are
analyzed, and their responses are coded under each domain. If a participant’s response
yielded a new domain, then each of the previously coded transcripts were re-analyzed
paying attention to code portions of the transcript under this new domain. This occurred
*

with the second and third transcript where the domains resources (second transcript) and
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struggle (third transcript) were identified after coding the previous one and two
transcripts preceding them. After the third transcript the domains remained consistent.
Core ideas are the key aspects of the statements that fall under each domain. The
analysis team rephrased the participants’ words to form concise phrases conveying the
participants’ main ideas. For example, participant one’s phrase “Urn, well, it’s, it’s been
very easy for me to cut down on how much waste I’m producing by not buying some
things new and some items in particular I’ve just stopped, even, even in um, like buying
in bulk you know, like literally food in bulk and saying no to like packaging” was coded
under the domain of strategy. The resulting core idea was “The participant buys in bulk.”
In preparation for coding, all of the transcripts were read by each member of the
analysis team prior to meeting. Additionally, coding of the domains and core ideas took
place independent of the meeting of the analysis team. We met via conference call in
increments ranging from two and three hours, going through one to two transcripts during
each coding session. The team used the interview questions to guide our initial selection
of domains. As coding the domains evolved, the team selected other domains not
specifically inquired about through the interview questions, such as struggle, resources,
and benefit that captured the core themes of the transcripts. After coding the third
transcript, the domains remained constant for the remaining nine transcripts. Although
the domains remained stable, considerable effort was expended identifying statements
that fit into each domain. Often, at least one member coded several aspects of the
transcripts differently than the others. During these instances, the team member who
coded the section differently explained how they conceptualized that portion of the
coding and if the other two agreed with their rationale, then the member’s coding that
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differed from the other two remained. Otherwise, if one member’s code differed, the
other two argued their rationale which typically convinced the other member to change
their coding and thus reaching consensus. Occasionally, all three team members coded a
section differently, but this typically entailed identifying specific starting and stopping
points of a domain. For example, some sentences/paragraphs included more than one
domain, and each member often had a domain beginning and ending at different points
within that section of the transcript. This aspect of coding was easily resolved by
clarifying as a group where we felt each code ended and another one began.
In the instances where each member coded a section differently, we each gave our
rationale for the way we coded the domain. If that conversation did not yield consensus
on a particular domain, then we discussed adding another domain, or we discussed which
domain most accurately captured that portion of the transcript.
Identification o f Categories
Cross analysis between the participants’ responses took place as a team rather
than independently coding the categories and comparing each team members’ coding.
This process unfolded as we suggested categories and then looked for core ideas that
supported keeping the various categories. Some categories remained after the initial
recommendation, others were re-worded to capture the data more thoroughly, others were
dismissed, and others were incorporated into broader categories.
A deeper level of abstraction from the data takes place through cross analysis.
During this review process, the analysis team looks at all of the participants’ core ideas
under each domain and identifies consistent concepts or categories under each domain.
Logistically, all of the statements coded under a particular domain were examined and
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key concepts (categories) are extracted from the numerous statements under each
domain. For example, the domain characteristics o f voluntary simplicity had five
categories that were coded under it. One such category was ecological consideration and
nine participants had comments that fit under this category.
The categories are then described using specific language demarking how
common they were among the participants. The descriptors of general, typical, and
variant were used to indicate roughly how many participants fell into a particular
category. The adjective general is used for a category where all or all but one of the
participants contributed to the category, typical is used to describe more than half of the
participants but less than the general category, and variant describes a category where at
least two participants contributed.
Audit o f the Analysis
Transcripts and the team’s identification of domains and core ideas were sent to
the auditor, Kara Wettersten, Ph.D. She made several specific coding recommendations
and one major recommendation regarding the domains. The specific coding suggestions
were addressed case by case and the analysis team discussed each recommendation and
came to consensus regarding what to do with each of the auditor’s comments. Regarding
the domain change, much discussion was given about combining the domains of
motivation with values and beliefs. After a lengthy discussion, the team unanimously
decided to keep the domains separate, but to use a more parsimonious definition of the
values and beliefs domain. Specifically, the team decided to include only those
statements that addressed values and beliefs that related directly to voluntary simplicity.
We excluded statements that were beliefs in general that could have been construed as

motivational aspects. For example, participant eight stated, “I think it’s also important
that everybody has their own opinion, has their own freedom and has, you know, the
ability to say whatever they want and live the way they want to live.” This statement was
originally condensed into the core idea, “The participant believes in having personal
freedoms that are available in the US.” Since this did not relate to voluntary simplicity
per se, it was removed from the values and beliefs domain, thus creating a more succinct
domain. Accordingly, the domain was changed from values and beliefs to values and
beliefs toward voluntary simplicity.

CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
After the analysis of the data, several domains emerged and subsequent categories
were identified within each of the domains. In total, eight domains were identified, and
the results are organized around these domains. The domains themselves clustered around
three broad themes, which included views toward VS, considerations to living voluntarily
simply, and results to living the lifestyle. The first theme, views toward VS, speaks to the
myriad views toward the lifestyle the participants had. These views varied from their
motivation to choose to live simply, to essential aspects they feel are inherent to VS. The
domains that fit with this theme included characteristics o f VS, motivation, and values
and beliefs toward VS.
Another broad theme identified regarding the considerations the participants had
about living simply. The domains under this theme addressed issues related to actually
living the lifestyle. If a how-to manual were to be constructed on ways to live simply, the
manual would include these domains. The domains of strategies, resources, and
relationship to possessions fit under this theme. The last theme addressed results o f living
the lifestyle. Results o f living simply ran the gamut of both positive aspects the participant
benefited from and difficulties the participants struggled with. The two domains under
this theme illustrated both the benefits and the struggles of living this lifestyle. The next
section explores an in-depth discussion of the domains and categories that emerged from
the participants’ responses.

Views toward VS
There were three domains that fit under the theme of views toward VS. These
included characteristics o f VS, motivation, and values and beliefs toward VS (see Table
1). These three domains each identify broad themes in relation to the participants’
perspectives toward VS. The domains address unique aspects of the participants’ views
toward VS, while hovering around a general theme of their perspectives or philosophies
toward this lifestyle.
Table 1. Categories with the Domains of Characteristics of VS, Motivation, and Values
and Beliefs.
Domain

Category

Frequency

Characteristics of VS

Ecological Considerations
Being Conscientious of Lifestyle
Questioning mainstream culture
Awareness of unnecessary clutter
Challenging Considerations

Typical
Typical
Variant
Variant
Variant

Motivation

Environmental Preservation
Influences of Others
Consideration of Time
Negative Impact of Possessions
Increase Well-Being
Concern for Others
Spirituality/Religion Influences
Financial Considerations

Typical
Typical
Typical
Typical
Typical
Variant
Variant
Variant

Values and Beliefs

Views Towards Self and Others
Valuing Relationships and Others
Valuing the Environment
Valuing the VS Lifestyle
Religious/Spiritual Views

Typical
Typical
Typical
Typical
Variant

Characteristics of Voluntary Simplicity
The domain, characteristics o f voluntary simplicity, primarily emerged from the
participants’ responses to the question, what does voluntary simplicity mean to you? This
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domain identifies various types of descriptions about the lifestyle of living simply. For
example, participant one believes VS is taking conscious steps to reduce unnecessary
aspects of her life, and participant nine feels VS involves enjoying the simple pleasures in
life instead of seeking out more sophisticated pleasures. It is clear that like all the
participants, these two participants have specific beliefs toward VS, and they each
provide their own nuanced view toward the lifestyle. The range in descriptors about
living simply was quite large, yet clear categories were established.
There were two typical categories under the domain of characteristics o f VS, (a)
ecological considerations and (b) being conscientious o f the lifestyle. All but three of the
participants reported some aspect related to issues concerning the environment, and
specifically how they viewed VS as a means to take into account ecological
considerations. Participant six’s response was particularly representative of this category
when she expressed that VS is, “Making a [ecological] footprint that is as small as I can
make it.”
The category, being conscientious o f the lifestyle describes the general notion that
VS is consciously chosen and that this lifestyle impacts nearly every aspect of the
participants’ lives. Participant seven communicates this very well by reporting that the
simplicity movement cultivates being conscious of your actions. Similarly, participant
eleven believes that VS involves clarifying priorities and mental connectedness.
Under the domain of characteristics o f VS, three variant categories emerged, (a)
awareness o f unnecessary clutter, (b) questioning mainstream culture, and (c)
challenging considerations. The category of awareness o f unnecessary clutter addressed
an often discussed topic common to VS, namely the issue around clutter, or the things in

one’s surroundings. Plainly stated, participant three reported that VS means scaling back
clutter in her life. Interestingly, participants’ views toward clutter reduction did not only
focus on their external environment. In fact, several discussed trying to limit the amount
of mental clutter in their lives. Many of the participants used the phrase “mental clutter”
to refer to stress, mental energy, and confusion. Participant eight made this aspect clear
by identifying that VS means living in a mentally simple way.
Questioning mainstream culture was another variant category where five of the
twelve participants’ responses fit under this category. Participants commented on not
being part of the status quo (participant twelve) and not striving for money or possessions
(participant ten). The primary theme here is that the participants feel they are not
listening to the stereotypical messages given by the consumer culture. Indeed, participant
four believes VS is making clear cut informed decisions rather than just doing what
others are doing, and participant six believes VS is not buying into society’s idea of what
is meaningful.
The last category under characteristics o f VS was challenging considerations.
This category touched upon some of the more demanding aspects to the VS lifestyle.
Another domain of struggle highlights specific struggles participants had, while this
category identified some of the broad comments some of the participants had regarding
the VS lifestyle in general. For example, participant five said VS is not only focused on
convenience. Similarly, participant eight reported that VS is money intensive. Even
though these participants reported inconvenient aspects of the VS lifestyle, they all gave
reasons why it was simpler in the long run, such as being less resource intensive. While
identifying challenging aspects of the VS lifestyle, the participants identified various
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motivations to living this lifestyle. An entire domain named motivation captures the
various reasons participants chose this lifestyle.
Motivation
Motivation, as the name implies, is a domain that includes the reasons why the
participants chose to live simply. The motivations of the participants varied from
environmental concerns to improving their well-being. However, not all of the responses
are explicit reasons why a participant chose to live the VS lifestyle. Rather, some
statements express reasons why participants chose to perform certain actions that are
consistent with the lifestyle. Nonetheless, all of the statements coded under this domain
are directly related to aspects of the lifestyle. For example, some participants said they
slowed their life down in order to spend more time with close relationships. While this is
not a clear articulation of why they chose to live simply per se, it is clear that slowing
down is a key component of VS. Since there is a straightforward motivation to act in a
specific manner, these views were also coded under the domain of motivation.
There were eight categories that were coded under this domain. Six of the
domains were typical and two were variant. This domain had the second greatest number
of categories within it (second only to strategy), indicating a diverse yet common factor
among the participants.
The category of environmental preservation had the greatest number of
participants contributing to it, where all but two participants identified some aspect of
protecting the environment as a motivational aspect for them. It is noteworthy that this
category did not meet the criteria for the general categorization since two, instead of only
one, participants did not mention this as a motivating aspect for them. Despite missing
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the general label, it is evident that environmental preservation is a salient motivator for
nearly all the participants.
Environmental preservation is a diverse category identifying several aspects of
environmental concerns that were motivating for the participants. Some participants
broadly reported that environmental concerns motivated them to live simply. For
example, participant two is motivated to live simply because she worries about the
negative impact we have on our environment. Other participants addressed specific
environmental concerns they had, such as energy use, sustainability, and concerns about
excessive waste. Participant three is motivated to live simply because she worries about
the negative impact we have on our environment, while participant five is motivated to
reduce how much he wastes. Participant five stated, “I started realizing that I was
consuming a lot of things, unnecessarily wasting a lot of things, our garbage cans were
always full, you know, you know what I mean, I could just see there was a lot of waste
there.” Overall, concerns regarding the impact the participants had on the environment
was a common motivator to lessen their ecological footprint.
The next two categories, influences o f others and concern for others, identify an
interpersonal aspect that participants found motivating. Both of these categories met the
criteria for the typical label, meaning that over half of the participants contributed to each
of these categories. Influences o f others addressed both positive and negative aspects of
people’s behaviors that were motivating for the participants. That is, some participants
identified excessive use of resources as motivating. Specifically, participant three is
motivated by the vast waste of American culture, and participant nine is motivated by
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Americans vast consumption of the world’s resources to live simply. Participant six
stated,
Hmmm, well, um, I’m always concerned that Americans, you know who are, and
I don’t know the figures but you know we use 25% of the world’s resources and I
don’t know what percentage we are in the world’s population um, and I’m always
sort of distressed that my granddaughter has some three pairs of fairy shoes you
know and somebody in Africa of her age has (and she is only 6), no shoes you
know.
Conversely, many participants found other peoples actions as inspiring and motivated
them to live simply. Participant five is motivated by cultures that have less space, and
participant twelve plainly stated that they are motivated by others who live simply.
The category concern for others referred to consideration for others as a motivator
for participants. Participants addressed wanting to make a positive impact on people close
to them, to future generations, as well as all sentient beings. Participant five is motivated
to give his children a better education, while participant six is motivated by the future of
her grandchildren. Participant six said, “Um, so it’s, you know, taking part in that trying
to stop it and leave something for my great, great grandchildren. Air to breathe, um,
water to drink. It’s really, really important to me, it’s the least I could do.” Sentient
beings, including animals, were also a motivating force as participant six reported that
she is motivated by not doing harm to any sentient being, and similarly participant nine is
motivated to prevent animal cruelty. This category captures a high level of concern
participants have for others that are impacted by their actions.
Another typical category was consideration o f time. Most participants that
contributed to this category reported that slowing down was a motivator for them. This
category tapped the sense of making time for relaxation, enjoying leisure time, and

recognizing the way one lives impacts their access to free time. Participant five captures
this category by saying he is motivated to slow his lifestyle down. Participant five stated,
I think ahhh, I could honestly say that since about the last 20 years, starting when
I was about 15 years old, I’m 35 now, I mean I’ve been just doing too much,
absolutely too much, trying to have more, work more, you know.
Other participants gave reasons why they wanted to slow life down. Participant seven
stated that they are motivated to live simply to be able to travel and visit family.
Participant four said she is motivated to keep things very simple so she has time to
practice Buddhism. Being aware of how time is spent is an important consideration for
many of the participants. Most participants chose to live simply to slow the pace of their
life down in order to spend time with people close to them, or time for reflection, or other
less tangible activities that are not measured by punching in at a time clock.
Negative impact o f possessions describes a typical category that motivated many
participants to live simply through the admission that they disliked the pressure of having
a lot of possessions. A theme of seeing the energy that ownership demands was a
hallmark of this category. For example, the participants viewed ownership as
encompassing more than just added convenience or satisfying a desire. Indeed, many
participants saw ownership of possessions as taxing of their energy. Some saw their
possessions as sources of worry, in need of maintenance, and objects that sapped energy.
Participant four clearly stated, “I don’t wanna maintain it so I don’t wanna own it.”
Participant five is motivated to reduce the underlining demand that is associated with
some possessions. Similarly, participant seven is motivated by her feelings of being held
down by the things she has. Participant five espoused an ambitious motivation to
eliminate unessential possessions. Participants assessed the relationship with their
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possessions and many were motivated by the negative impact possessions had in their
life.
The last of the typical categories under motivation was increase well-being. This
category referred to participants who wanted to find more balance in their lives and
improve the quality of their lives. Participants often described being motivated to
increase a favorable aspect in their life as well as discussed reducing negative influences.
Participant four said she is motivated to have a flexible lifestyle, and said, “I knew deep
down I never wanted a 30-year mortgage.... I felt like I needed to be fairly flexible in my
lifestyle and that was kind of the motivating factor.” Participant five said he is motivated
to increase his level of enjoyment, and participant seven is motivated to live simply
because she strives to avoid being over-stimulated, and participant twelve is motivated to
have less to worry about.
The last two categories under this domain were labeled variant because less than
half the participants made contributions to these categories. The categories are
spirituality/religion influences and financial considerations. Participants reported that
they are motivated by various spiritual and religious aspects. Participant five generally
stated that they were motivated to live simply because of their faith, and participant four
said they are motivated to have more time to practice Buddhism. Statements referring to
time for reflection (participant seven) and the pursuit for meaning (participant six) were
also coded under this category.
Lastly, it is interesting that financial considerations is a variant motivator to live
simply. The literature focuses heavily on this aspect and perhaps is misguided. More of
this finding will be addressed in the discussion. Four participants identified financial
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aspects being a motivation for them. Participant four is motivated to save money, and
participant five said they are striving to be debt free.
The domain of motivation covered an essential component in understanding the
VS lifestyle. Why people choose this lifestyle is just as important as how they live this
lifestyle. The various motivations help paint a broader understanding of this lifestyle.
Recognizing that concerns fo r the environment as a common motivator for all but two of
the participants assists the understanding of VS. Similarly, it is important to see that only
four participants identified financial considerations as motivator for them to live simply.
Values and Beliefs related to VS
The domain of values and beliefs related to VS describes the participants’
responses that identified either a belief related to VS or a value, or both. The statements
that fell under this domain expressed a perspective to areas related to VS. For example,
beliefs around themselves, others, and the environment fit under this domain. These
beliefs do not represent motivational ideas (as discussed in the previous domain), nor are
they specific to comments about the lifestyle, as is the case with the domain,
characteristics o f VS that will be later addressed. Instead, values and beliefs related to VS
identify specific beliefs or values regarding topics associated with VS, such as beliefs
toward themselves, values about the environment and such, but not specific to any other
concept captured in the other domains.
In all, there are five categories that capture the core concepts of this domain. The
categories are views toward self and others, valuing relationships and others, valuing the
environment, valuing the VS lifestyle, and religious/spiritual views. All but one of these

categories, religious/'spiritual views (variant), received the label typical since most of the
participants contributed to each of the categories.
The first two categories to be discussed are related in that they both speak about
perceptions the participants had toward others. The first category identifies general views
participants had toward others, as well as themselves, and the second category addresses
how participants specifically valued others in their lives.
Views toward se lf and others was a typical category and it is notable that all but
two participants contributed to it. That means this category nearly captured all of the
participants views toward themselves or others, but was still shy of the general label.
Nonetheless, it is clear that this is a salient aspect of the values and beliefs related to VS
domain, and of the participants as a whole. Most of the responses under this category
addressed views participants had toward American society, and toward people in general,
while only a few participants expressed views toward themselves.
Most of the participants’ comments that fell under this category offered their
negative views about American society. Participant one feels Americans shop to fill a
primordial void, and participant nine feels that it is wrong for people to constantly want
to show off their new belongings as they typically do in America. She said,
When I came to America I was amazed at how everybody kept showing me their
things. ‘Oh look at this, we’ve got a new washer and dryer, look do you want to
see it? It’s pink.’ You know, or ‘come and look at our new bathroom’ and I was
really amazed and this is not a thing that would happen in Australia. It would
actually be regarded as a little ill bred because it’s boasting.
Similarly, participant four sums up their perspective of American society by commenting
that our society is based on instant gratification. Conversely, when participants spoke of
themselves it was often much more favorable. Participant one sees herself as not
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materialistic but giving, and participant five believes his values are based on morals and
ethics. Some participants commented about the world or people in general. Participant
eight believes that the world is becoming unnecessarily complex, and participant three
believes people co-create their reality.
The second category that addresses an interpersonal theme was the category
entitled, valuing relationships and others. This category speaks to the participants’
general view toward others. Very few participants described specific relationships, but
rather identified respect, consideration, and value for other people. For example,
participant two stated that they feel an emotional and loving connection to nature and all
living beings, and participant four believes that thinking of others is the only way to be
happy. While participant four also identified values having a parent stay home with their
children, it was much more common for the participants to speak of their general
relationships with others. A consideration for others in a general sense is clearly
communicated by participant nine when she reported that she believes that every living
being is entitled to a fair share and that she should not take up more than her share.
In addition to considering and valuing others, a similar category that emerged was
valuing the environment. The predominant theme that arises within the participants’
responses in this category is the strong consideration for environmental issues. Participant
twelve captures this essence by stating that she believes we live in a giant ecosystem. He
stated, “Everything’s pretty, we’re all sort of in this giant ecosystem, everything’s
cyclical, it’s, you know what I do ultimately affects something or somebody else so I
choose to purchase.” Participant three plainly stated that they believe VS is preserving the
earth, and participant eight believes ecology is important to consider.
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These three categories under the domain of values and beliefs related to VS
illustrate an important theme of considering others and the environment. Specifically,
participants recognized that their lifestyle impacts others and the environment and held
this interaction in high esteem. Participants also criticized the American society for not
acting in ways that this relationship into account.
The next category was valuing the VS lifestyle itself. Participants contributing to
this category discussed an appreciation for the VS lifestyle in general, and also valued
specific aspects of the lifestyle. Participant six reported that they are healthier for living
simply, and participant seven believes that living simply helps people to live their life as
they want to. Aspects about the VS lifestyle that participants appreciates were such things
as laziness (participant four), creativity (participant six), and exercise (participant seven).
The last category under this domain is religious/spiritual views. This category was
the only variant category under this domain, and had the fewest participants contributing
to it, with a total of six. This category included comments that reflected aspects of the
participants’ spiritual and religious views as they related to VS. Two participants,
participants four and seven, identified as Buddhists, and participant ten reported that his
family is religious and abides by their church’s laws, morals, and values.
Considerations to Live the Lifestyle
The second broad theme that emerged from the domains was the issue of
considerations to live the lifestyle. This theme describes aspects of the VS lifestyle that
deal with actually living the lifestyle. That is, as a result of living simply within a
consumer culture, the participants discussed areas of their lives that are unique to the
typical American lifestyle. Included within this theme are domains that describe ways to
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effectively live simply. Included under this theme are the domains of relationship to
possessions, resources, and strategies (see Table 2). Each of these domains identify an
essential element of living simply. Since the VS lifestyle addresses issues such as
reducing clutter and limiting consumption, practitioners must evaluate their relationship
with objects they allow in their life, which is described in the domain of relationship to
possessions. On a similar note, living simply takes additional resources beyond what the
consumer culture provides and a domain entitled resources emerged. Similarly, specific
strategies emerged to assist participants with this lifestyle which was the third domain
that emerged within this broad category of considerations to live the lifestyle.
Table 2. Categories with the Domains of Relationship to Possessions, Resources, and
Strategies.
Category

Domain

Frequency

Ownership based on Function
Personally Meaningful Possessions
Strained Relationship
Individual Perspectives Toward
Possessions
Minimalism

General
Typical
Typical
Typical

Resources

Support from Others
Personal Characteristics
Informational Resources

Typical
Typical
Typical

Strategies

Alternative Transportation
Acquiring Food
Managing Finances
Decreasing Waste
Reduce Energy Use
Assessing What is Necessary
Reducing Mental Clutter
Support Through Relationships
Influencing Others re: VS

Typical
Typical
Typical
Typical
Typical
Typical
Typical
Typical
Variant

Relationship to Possessions
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Variant

Relationship to Possessions
The domain of relationship to possessions emerged from a question posed to the
participants about their evaluation of the possessions they allow into their lives. This
domain expresses different aspects that are considered regarding ownership, as well as
feelings that arise as the result of ownership. There are five categories under this domain,
specifically, ownership based on function (general), personally meaningful possessions
(typical), strained relationship (typical), individual perspectives toward ownership
(typical), and minimalism (variant).
The fist category under this domain, ownership based on function is the only
general category within the entire analysis. All but one participant contributed to this
category making it the most popular category among the participants. Interesting though,
this category did not have an abundance of responses, yet all but one participant had at
least one comment related to owning personal items based on function. This category
illustrates the importance of ownership that goes beyond status and assessing the practical
function of a possession. Participants commented on how possessions add something to
their life, and viewed their possessions through this lens of improving their lifestyle.
Participant one captures the essence of this category and reported that she views most of
her possessions as tools that enhance her lifestyle. She stated,
For the most part the things that I care about and the things that I have are tools they’re not um, I mean I have some things that are sentimental but most of what I
use are things that enhance and further my lifestyle.
Similarly, participant three views some of her possessions as functional objects, and
participant five uses possessions that increase his self sufficiency. Participants also
identified specific functions that their possessions play. Participant two uses possessions
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that help her make a living, and participant twelve uses possessions that increase his self
sufficiency. Possessions are used for various outlets among the participants, yet this
essential aspect of viewing possessions as performing a function in their lives stands out.
The next category of personally meaningful possessions describes an attachment
to possessions that does not necessary relate to objects’ function per se, yet describe an
emotional connection participants have to some of their possessions. This category adds a
dimension to participants’ ownership of possessions that includes other aspects than
strictly function, which gives us a more encompassing perspective of the items that the
participants allow into their lives. Participant one views some of her possessions as
sentimental and participant six reported that she has some meaningful possessions that
are tied to important memories. She stated,
You know when you lose a friend or they move away or something you’ve lost
part of your past because you don’t have someone that can share the tales from
that or the stories, the stories are really important and um, seeing where we’ve
come from and where we’re going and how we fit into the whole scheme of
things so when I give something up I have to be disconnected from that little
piece.
In an opposite fashion, the next category speaks to dissonance that possessions
play in the participants’ lives. The category of strained relationships addresses the
struggle possessions play for participants. Participant one described the irony of limiting
herself to few possessions and how she developed a possessiveness toward those few
things. Nearly all of the remaining participants who contributed to this category identified
a frustration with the perceived excess of possessions in their lives. Participant two said
she is distracted by the amount of clutter in her home, and participant four said she has
more possessions than she would like. Similarly, participant five is discontent with how
much his family owns. He stated, “We have yet to find that um, um, part where we’re
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happy with what we have and actually we’re discontent with how much we have right
now.” Another source of strain described by some participants is the energy possessions
require. Participant two feels maintaining her possessions takes too much time, and
participant twelve is cautious about the time, money, and energy required by some
possessions.
The fourth category under the domain of relationship to possessions is individual
perspectives toward possessions. This category captures the participants’ view of
themselves in relation to their possessions, as well as other various perspectives
participants identified toward possessions in general. Participant four feels she could
easily walk away from all of her possessions, and participant eleven reported that he is
not attached to most of his belongings. General views toward possessions shared by the
participants were also captured in this category. Participant four feels that happiness can
be found in giving things to others, and participant ten does not believe possessions prove
anything about a person or who they are.
The last category under this domain was called minimalism, and was a variant
category since only five participants contribute to it. This category includes statements
regarding the paucity of possessions participants had. Participant six said she has a
fraction of what she had 10 years ago, and participant seven reported that she tries to
keep her possessions to a minimum.
Resources
The domain of resources captures supportive elements the participants identified
related to living a VS lifestyle. The importance of resources addresses the necessity of
support for a lifestyle that embodies simplicity within a culture of complexity. The strain
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that arises from living a materialistically simple lifestyle within a consumer culture will
be addressed in detail in the next section. Three categories fall under this domain,
namely, support from others, personal characteristics, and informational resources. All
three of these categories were typical within the sample.
Support from others was contributed to by all but two of the participants and
addresses the importance of being connected with others who share similar values. Many
of the participants felt the challenge of living differently than mainstream culture and
discussed various outlets of support from others. Many participants addressed
communities they belonged to that they said supported them and their lifestyle.
Participant two said she is supported by the cooperative she belongs to, and participant
four finds her Buddhist community the main support for her. Similarly, some participants
stated that online communities were good resources for them. Participant three relies on
the influence of an online group, and participant five uses an online community as a
resource to live simply. Other participants spoke of specific relationships such as with
friends and families being supports for them. Participant two shares similar values with
her supportive husband, participant eight described their parents as a resource, and
participant nine feels her friends are resources to her as they are also environmentally
conscious.
Participants also looked within themselves and found some attributes they had
that helped them lived simply. The next category, entitled personal characteristics,
identified the comments of the participants referring to their own personality attributes
that helped them maintain this lifestyle. Participant two feels that she has been a
resourceful person since childhood, and participant three said she is innately frugal.
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Participant seven feels that being from another culture and being gay has helped her to
live simply because she does not feel she has to fit mainstream’s standards. She stated,
I think it’s a practice that I evolved when [I was] young from just being different,
from being from another culture and having had the experience of Bangkok in the
60’s.... and so having that background and actually I think being gay helped a lot.
Participant eleven said his discretion, knowledge, and awareness serve as resources.
The last category under this domain, informational resources, referred to various
materials, primarily written, that participants found to assist with their lifestyle.
Participant one finds support for her lifestyle through online resources, and participant
two put together a small book of resources that has helped her live simply. Lastly,
participant nine finds magazines, books, and lectures by those with similar values to be
resources.
Strategy
The last domain under the broad theme of considerations o f the lifestyle is the
domain of strategy. This is the domain where participants addressed what they do that
captures how they live this lifestyle. In total, there are ten categories under this domain
and eight of them are typical and the other two are variant. No particular strategy stands
out, and among the eight typical categories, roughly equal numbers of participants
contributed to each. The various categories under this domain illustrate the numerous
ways the participants maintain their lifestyle.
Alternative transportation described the many ways participants reported how
they transported themselves from place to place. Many participants commented on their
commitment to reduce their energy consumption, particularly regarding gasoline and oil.
Participants articulated various strategies to accommodate their reduction in energy use
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regarding their transportation. Participant one said she takes public transportation instead
of driving a car, and participant nine rides her bike for a form of transportation. Similarly,
participant two’s car runs on waste vegetable oil, and participant five reported that he is
going to sell his truck.
There were also a lot of responses regarding how participants acquired their food,
that contributed to the category, acquiring food. Three participants (participants, six,
seven, and eight) said they grew at least some of their own food in their garden. Two
participants (participants two and six) identified that they were vegan, and participants
six, eight, and twelve stated that they buy a lot of their food locally.
Most participants identified specific strategies to maximize their finances, and
these responses were captured by the category entitled, managing finances. Most
responses addresses ways to make the participants money stretch further and ways they
avoided debt. Participant three said she designed clothing to save money, and participant
ten saves money by using coupons and shopping at sales. Participant four tries to lessen
their financial household needs in exchange for her lack of income, and participant five
does not take out loans or use credit cards.
The next two categories speak to ways participants strive to decrease waste and
reduce energy use. Participant two finds useable materials in garbage cans, and
participant seven fixes up old items. Regarding reduction in energy use, participant one
identifies a general strategy of spending a lot of time looking for alternative resources.
More specific strategies to reduce energy include participant six’s response of wanting
her lawn to be very small, and participant nine has found ways to reuse water instead of
letting it go down the drain.
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Another strategy has to do with reducing one’s possessions and related responses
from the participants were assigned under the category of assessing what is necessary.
Participant one eliminated certain aspects of her life by considering what is necessary for
her survival, and participant six consistently reduces her material possessions. In a similar
vein, the category of reducing mental clutter deals with a reduction process, specifically
reducing stress and other mental distractions. Participant two enjoys connecting with
nature without having to think too much, and participant four tries to eliminate stuff so
there is less on her mind.
The last of the typical categories is support through relationships. This category
identifies actions participants took to receive support from others for their lifestyle.
Participant one and six both stated that they surround themselves with like-minded
individuals, and similarly, participant seven is in a mutually supportive relationship that
allows her to live simply. Participant twelve actively seeks out other people who lives
simply.
The last two categories under this domain were both variant, and were named
influencing others and general maintenance strategies. Influencing others regarding VS
speaks to participants’ efforts to persuade others, mostly their children, about living
simply. Participants five and six home schooled their children, and participant eleven has
addressed youth culture and consumerism with his children. General maintenance
strategies speaks to ways participants use broad strategies to maintain their lifestyle.
Participant five researches ways to live more simply, and participant eleven’s family is
open to introducing new practices to improve their lifestyle.
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Results of the Lifestyle
The final theme addresses dichotomous outcomes from living a simple lifestyle,
namely the positive and negative aspects of adopting a VS lifestyle. The domains that fit
under this theme are straightforwardly labeled benefits and struggles (see Table 3).
Table 3. Categories with the Domains of Benefits and Struggles.

Domain

Category

Frequency

Benefits

Personal Fulfillment
Health Benefits
Increased Relationship Quality
Saves money

Typical
Variant
Variant
Variant

Struggles

Negative Perceptions of Others
Increased Effort
Lack of Resources

Variant
Variant
Variant

Benefits
The domain of benefits clearly identifies the advantages the participants saw since
adopting this lifestyle. There are four categories that fit under this domain, and unlike
many of the other domains where most of the categories earned the label typical, only one
category {personal fulfillment) was typical, and the other categories had far fewer
participants contributing to them and were variant.
Personal fulfillment addresses the participants’ responses that spoke of ways they
personally benefited from living simply. Participant two and six mentioned that living
simply brings out creativity in them, and participant six also adds that she believes VS
helps her live a more meaningful life. She said,
I am not wasting my life as long as I can do these things um, then I’m having an
impact on my life but it makes it more meaningful. I don’t feel like I’m on a
treadmill... so it gives my life a whole lot more meaning.
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Additionally, participant three finds joy in sharing ideas through the lifestyle, and
participant twelve said VS helps her to appreciate more.
Similar to personal fulfillment, the next category addresses another internal
benefit of health. Five participants contributed to this category and reported an increase
in their health since living simply. Participant one sees riding the bus as beneficial
because it reduces mental clutter, and participant seven reported that VS allows her to get
good exercise. Looking beyond how living simply benefits the individual, another
category addressed increased relationship quality. Participant one said living simply
allows her to talk about more meaningful things other than material possessions, and
participant four said their family is able to have more time for themselves.
Finally, the last category under the domain of benefits is saves money. It is
noteworthy that only six participants contributed to this category. This is especially
interesting since so much emphasis in the literature emphasizes financial aspects to living
simply, and as stated before, financial considerations were not a primary motivator to
living simply. While most participants live financially responsible lifestyles, less than
half mentioned this as a benefit. Nonetheless, some of the participants who mentioned
this reported that it was a benefit for them. Participant four was able to pay off her debt,
and the remaining five participants plainly stated (participants one, three, five, eleven,
twelve) that they save money by living simply.
Struggles
While most of the domains up until this point focused on the favorable aspects of
VS, the domain of struggles captured some of the difficulties the participants identified
with living simply. All three of the categories that fell under this domain were variant,

which suggests that participants’ responses did not cluster around specific themes as
readily as the other categories. Indeed, there were several categories that were eventually
eliminated under this domain because they had too few participants (three and fewer)
contributing to them.
The category of negative perceptions o f others focuses on participants’ comments
of feeling strain by the views of others. Participant two feels that others judge her
lifestyle, and participant three often feels like an outsider. Participant three described her
perspective by saying, “I’ve gotten a lot of flak through my life and it’s not that it’s
stopped me so much, it’s just, it’s, it’s uncomfortable to be a leper when you know you’re
not even sick.” Similarly, participant six struggles with VS because she feels she sounds
crazy, and participant seven feels she has to defend her lifestyle. Another category that
addresses some of the challenges the participants commented on is increased effort. The
participants reported that while VS is a philosophy of simplicity, it is not a lifestyle solely
based on convenience. Indeed, some participants reported that some of their activities
require more effort. Participant four said her family finds that sometimes it is a struggle
to not give into comfort, and participant eight feels that VS can complicate your life.
After all, it is more complicated to look at bus schedules, find a safe bike route, and allow
enough time to walk than it is to drive a car.
The last category under the domain of struggles is lack o f resources. Given that
the VS lifestyle takes place within the context of a consumer culture, it is not surprising
that some participants found a lack of resources to assist them to live simply. Participant
one feels that she cannot research everything and even with research she finds she doesn’t
always find acceptable alternatives. Similarly, participant five said she does not have a
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strong local support system for living simply, and participant twelve finds that VS is hard
because of a lack of resources.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION
The primary question of this research is to better understand the lifestyle
voluntary simplicity. Recognizing the harmful effects of the consumer culture on an
environmental, socio-political, and most importantly a psychological level, this study
sought to gain an in-depth understanding of a lifestyle that rejects many tenets of the
consumer culture. Overall, a much deeper view of voluntary simplicity was gained
through detailed discussions with twelve participants who chose to live voluntarily
simply.
Overview of the Results
After completion of the analysis, three salient aspects of voluntary simplicity
manifested across domains. That is, the topics of the environment, relationship with
others, and personal benefits were addressed by the participants in a variety of ways.
Throughout the interviews, these topics consistently arose during several of the questions.
Specifically, comments about the environment were addressed in relation to the
participants’ motivation, strategies, their values and beliefs, and their perspective
regarding characteristics o f VS. All but two of the participants found preserving the
environment a motivating factor for living a VS lifestyle. Similarly, several strategies
relating to environmental preservation were adopted by all the participants. Strategies
such as finding alternative transportation, decreasing waste, and reducing energy use
were adopted by the participants. These strategies assisted the participants achieve and

maintain their goals of preserving the environment. Given the motivation related to the
environment, it is no surprise that when the participants discussed their values toward
VS, again the environment was consistent value. For example, participant twelve
articulated her values toward the environment by saying, “the beliefs that I hold about
living simply is preserving the earth.” The last area where the environment was addressed
was in relation to characteristics of VS. Many participants found ecological
considerations a critical element of VS. This is a very important assessment. Indeed, not
only did participants forthrightly say that environmental aspects are important
characteristics to VS, they proved this point by elaborating on how the environment is a
value for them, how environmental preservation motivates for them, and they discussed
the strategies they employ to live lightly on the earth.
Previous research captures this aspect of VS fairly well. Several studies looked at
behavioral aspects of VS, and often focused on environmental stewardship. Iwata (1997;
1999; 2006), Huneke (2005), Shaw and Newholm (2002), Shama and Wisenblit (1984),
and Leonard-Barton (1981) identified behaviors that are consistent with environmental
stewardship. Indeed, most of these researchers used specific questionnaires about
recycling, meat consumption, modes of transportation, and composting. This current
study found several strategies VSers use to reduce their environmental impact, thus
contributing to this important aspect of VS.
However, very little attention was previously paid to environmental stewardship
as a primary motivation to adopt a VS lifestyle. Shama (1988) was the only researcher to
identify ecological responsibility as a key aspect of VS, whereas a much more
encompassing approach needs to be taken if VS is to be thoroughly understood. It is also
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important to recognize the detrimental impact over-consumption has on the environment.
Lifestyles such as VS that limit their consumption and subsequently their impact on the
environment, should be supported by the psychological community. Approaches by
marketing researchers to persuade VSers to participate more fully in the consumer culture
are contributing to the numerous problems the consumer culture brings with it.
In regards to environmental stewardship, many of the participants recognized that
they had not “arrived,” but rather were in process. Issues related to continuing to reduce
their resource consumption, reuse more of their possessions, and pare down their
possessions even further were often discussed. Although, the participants found value in
their efforts to simplify, not one of them said that they had finished the simplification
process. There was a sense that this process was a life-long pursuit.
The next broad topic of relationship with others identifies the importance of
relationships in regards to VS. Valuing relationships, getting support from others, and
being motivated to spend more time with others were all expressed as important by the
participants. Zavestoski (2002) reported that VSers cannot find authenticity through
consumer outlets, and he explained that the task of marketers is to convince them
otherwise. Products specifically marketed toward VSers may have a short-lived increase
in popularity with this group, but again issues around authenticity, particularly around
building relationships will never be able to be purchased regardless of the persuasive
nature of advertisements.
As demonstrated by Argyle, (2001); Duming, (1992); Kasser et. al., (2004); and
Schor, (1991), interpersonal relationships are a primary factor contributing to high levels
of subjective well being. Conversely, people who espouse those values promoted by the
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consumer culture, report lower levels of SWB (Kasser et al., 2004; Solberg et al., 2004).
Therefore, VSers’ emphasis on relationships is a much more congruent outlet for higher
levels of SWB than participating in the consumer culture. Many VSers in this sample
reported that support systems were essential for them. Several said they surrounded
themselves with like-minded individuals or used web-based communities to connect with
others who shared similar values.
Given the ubiquity of consumerism in the US, it is clear why VSers would have to
purposely seek others to support them in their endeavors. The current body of literature
does not address this aspect of VS at all. And yet, in order for this lifestyle to continue to
grow and develop, support systems are critical. Further research is needed to understand
the importance of support systems in relation to sustaining a VS lifestyle. Furthermore,
the psychological community could assist in the development of effective strategies to
bolster supportive environments for VSers.
The third broad aspect that surfaced from the participants was personal benefit.
Participants discussed being motivated to increase their well-being, and some specifically
discussed enhancing their personal fulfillment. Some participants even reported strategies
to reduce their stress levels by minimizing what they called mental clutter.
The subjective well-being literature consistently aligns with the VSers’ emphasis
on personal relationships and personal fulfillment. There was one study that compared
VSers with typical consumers (Zavestoski, 2002), but no comparison has been studied
looking at subjective well-being among typical consumers in regards to VSers. Any
qualitative or quantitative differences in SWB would be worthwhile to explore. If
increases in SWB were seen in a VS group, perhaps adaptation of some of the VS tenets
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could be promoted. It is highly unlikely that a societal shift from glorifying economic
progress to promoting personal fulfillment will take place, but perhaps more evidence
supporting healthy outlets of SWB could assist individuals to make better choices.
Implications of the Results
This study contributes to three broad areas of psychology (a) research, (b)
practice, and (c) theory. While this study provided an in-depth perspective of VS, much
of the results serve as guidance for additional research and training. In and of itself, this
research is limited in scope, and potentially has very little impact. However, it contributes
to a much broader body of literature around the negative effects of consumerism that is
surfacing in the psychological literature. This study is similar to the Zen master who
points to the full moon while her students stare at her finger. Taken by itself, this study is
an insignificant finger pointing to misguided cultural norms. However, looking at the
messages of the ever-growing body of literature on the subject has tremendous potential.
Although the broader message of looking at the ill-effects of the consumer culture
from a psychological perspective may be the most important aspect of this study, the
specific results contribute substantially to psychology as well. The next section addresses
the results as they contribute to research, practice, and theory.
Contributions to Research
The primary contribution to research from this study is one of leading by
example. Very little psychological literature is devoted to study the negative effects of the
consumer culture, and even fewer are looking at alternative lifestyles, such as VS.
Psychologists typically focus on researching phenomena that affect individuals, rather
than cultural dynamics. However, since consumerism has so many implications for the
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individual, it is critical that psychology make this a priority. A psychological perspective
is greatly needed to further understand the impact and alternatives to the consumer
culture.
This study helped bridge the gap between studying individuals and looking at the
impact of societal messages. The participants of this study discussed their motivation for
living simply, and consistently reported that they felt their lifestyle was an effective
means to achieve their goals. Goals such as environmental preservation, personal well
being, and relationships were often cited.
Additionally, this study once again demonstrated the efficacy of qualitative
research, particularly CQR. Although there is a strong bias toward quantitative research
in psychology, counseling psychology has promoted qualitative research for years (Hill
et. ah, 1997). This study, like most qualitative designs, provided a rich, vivid, and indepth exploration of a complex phenomena. A quantitative design would have reduced
VS to a series of behavioral manifestations, and much would have been lost in
understanding the complexities of VS. This study assisted in the promotion of qualitative
research as a viable methodology in the field of psychology.
Future Research
The current study opened the door for many other research areas to be explored
regarding voluntary simplicity. One broad area that could substantially contribute to the
body of research for VS would be a comparison study from a quantitative methodology.
Specifically, it may be useful to examine differences between VSers and typical
consumers on various subjective well being measures. A quantitative perspective may
also lend to formulating a representative questionnaire for VSers. So far the literature has
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fallen short of creating a questionnaire that accurately reflects this lifestyle. Additionally,
research that focuses on the key elements of VS (environmental stewardship, support
systems, and personal benefits) could create an effective measure for identifying VSers.
There is also potential to do a pre- and post-test study for individuals attending a
simplicity circle or perhaps a curriculum-based course emphasizing simplifying one’s
life. This pre and post research could be conducted using either a quantitative or
qualitative methodology.
Given the small, ethnically homogenous sample size, further research that looks at
multicultural aspects of VS would assist to broaden understanding VS. The meaning of
living simply or choosing simplicity may differ across cultural groups. In addition to
multicultural elements, examining socioeconomic class issues would also further a deeper
understanding of VS. Although the current study did not put much emphasis on economic
resource issues, it is reasonable to expect that class would play a role. Some of the
participants’ income was greater than $80,000 while others were less than $5,000. At
different income levels, the opportunity to simplify voluntarily may vary. Looking at how
these factors play a role in decisions to live simply are worth investigating.
Implications for Practice
There are two implications for clinical practice that readily stand out from this
study. This study identifies effective strategies for mental health practitioners.
Specifically, clinicians should openly discuss factors related to subjective well being with
clients who embrace many of the messages related to the consumer culture. Ways to
create such a dialogue may begin with a basic assessment during the initial intake
session. Asking clients about their financial goals and determining how much emphasis

77

they put on acquiring new things are all clinically relevant areas to explore with clients.
Some suggestions on how to open such a dialogue include: (a) ask how much money a
client feels they would need to earn to feel satisfied, (b) ask about goals they have that
involve purchasing things (c) inquire about items they wish they had more money to
purchase, (d) ask them to describe the factors that are involved for them to feel
successful, and (e) directly ask about spending habits, such as amount of debt, impulse
purchases, and shopping as a coping strategy. After getting a sense of how important
consumerism is in a client’s life, compare this to the primary indicators of SWB leisure,
personal relationships, and contentment with work. If consumerism is a strong element
in a clients’ life, psycho-education on the harmful effects of having materialist goals may
be helpful. Additionally, exploring healthier outlets for feeling successful and content
would be helpful.
Finally, Rosenberg (2004) recommends incorporating mindfulness techniques to
assist clients to respond conscientiously to the consumer culture. She states that consumer
behaviors in America are performed on automatic pilot and making this process a more
mindful activity is helpful. Rosenberg (2004) states that mindfulness is sustained
attention where a person is aware of their thoughts, emotions, and sensations. Rosenberg
(2004) explains that mindfulness is a strong antidote to advertisements and impulsive
buying. When emotions surface after seeing an advertisement or when thoughts arise
about owning a certain product, mindfulness can slow down the urge to act on these
emotions and thoughts (Rosenberg, 2004).
It is clear that striving for success through consumer means is a threat to SWB.
Making this a clinical issue is of utmost importance. Incorporating psycho-education
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around the harmful effects of consumerism may be beneficial for some clients. It is also
very importance for clinicians to be cognizant of ways they may inadvertently endorse
consumerism. Because of the pervasive nature of consumerism, it is likely that clinicians
have unexamined biases toward the positive nature of consumerism. Kasser and Kanner
(2004) warn that clinicians must be aware of subtly promoting consumerism, especially
in regards to encouraging clients to reward themselves through purchases, or assisting
clients to set goals that are consumer-related.
This study also has implications for clinicians working with clients who identify
as simplifiers. This study uncovered the importance of supportive environments for the
participants, and this should be considered when working with VSers. The climate of
consumerism is antagonistic toward VS, and finding supportive environments can be a
challenge. Offering support and empowerment in a clinical setting may be therapeutic for
this otherwise marginalized group. Additionally, providing clients with helpful resources
such as local simplicity circles, online support groups, and literature on VS may be of
great therapeutic value given the lack of readily available resources.
Contribution to Existing Theory
The results of this study, and the overall conceptualization of VS, can be
understood through well-established psychological theory. Two important theories that
provide a framework to understand VS are Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, and the research
on subjective well being. Maslow provided the psychological community with a
comprehensive analysis of human motivation. His construction of a hierarchy of needs
fits very well to further understand VS. In addition, the literature on SWB meshes well
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with Maslow’s theory, and highlights the specific elements contributing to happiness that
provide an added perspective on VS.
Maslow’s (1968) hierarchy of needs are divided into five broad categories: (a)
physiological needs, (b) safety needs, (c) needs of love, affection, and belongingness, (d)
needs for esteem, and (e) needs of self actualizing. Consumption can certainly provide
many of these needs, but it also can be a barrier. According to Maslow (1968), the
progression of attaining goals is in a linear manner and higher ordered needs can only be
achieved when lower ordered goals are met. For example, one’s physiological needs must
be met before needs of love and affection can be pursued. To illustrate this point, a
starving hiker lost in the woods trying to stay alive by meeting her physiological needs is
not looking for a sense of belongingness. Whether these needs are always met in a linear
fashion has been the source of argument, but beyond this discussion. Nevertheless,
focusing only on meeting the needs that the consumer culture can support can have a
stagnating effect. Emphasizing needs of safety and belongingness through consumer
means can stunt continued personal growth. It is important to recognize, as Zavestoski
(2002) did, that many needs can indeed be met through consumer means. After all, safety
can be met by buying stronger bicycle locks, getting louder car alarms, installing security
cameras, moving into a gated community, upgrading security systems, and paying for self
defense classes. However, if consumerism is the primary focus of a society, than lower
level needs will continue to be met indefinitely, while higher-order needs will be
neglected.
Voluntary simplicity takes a step back from the mass consumption embraced by a
consumer culture and looks for attaining higher order needs through non-consumer
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means. Emphasis on personal relationships and personal fulfillment came up again and
again during this research which indicates that practitioners of VS seek to meet their
needs of belongingness and self actualization through this lifestyle. The domains of
motivation, values and beliefs toward VS, resources, and benefits illustrate how the
participants in the current study were motivated toward the higher needs Maslow
described. Specifically, the categories of influences o f others, concern fo r others( under
motivation), valuing relationship and others (under values and beliefs toward VS), and
support from others (under resources) are good examples of Maslow’s needs for affection
and belongingness. Additionally, under the domain of benefits most of the participants
contributed to the category of personal well-being which closely resembles Maslow’s
highest need of self actualization.
It is also important to recognize that VS is chosen after the lower order needs of
biological needs and safety are met. Choosing to live simply is a privilege of those who
have the means to satisfy their basic needs and pursue higher needs of self fulfillment.
This study extends Maslow’s work because it identifies that limiting time spent on lower
order needs provides opportunity to focus more attention on higher-order needs. For
example, many participants in this study were conscious of where their time and energy
was spent. Most decided to limit acquiring new things because they stated that
maintaining new items or worrying about them would take away time from personal
growth and relationships, both of which are higher-order needs.
Additionally, this study identified the possibility of a stagnating effect. That is,
focusing unnecessary energy on needs already satisfied can limit progression onto higherorder needs. Maslow (1968) discussed the progression of meeting needs as a linear model
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that naturally progressed, but this study focused on the conscious effort that is required to
avoid meeting lower-order needs at the expense of pursuing higher-order needs. Given
the expansive goods and services to meet lower-order needs, a lifetime of distraction
could result from continually meeting lower order needs by constantly focusing energy
toward a nicer home and upgrading one’s wardrobe. Spending so much energy and
resources on physiological needs and safety needs limits the progression toward higherorder needs. The participants of this study stated that they are motivated to live simply to
focus and personal well-being and relationships. Looking at Maslow’s theory through a
consumer-lens, this study contributes to his theory by recognizing that people can get
stuck meeting lower-order needs. Alternative lifestyles such as VS take a conscious effort
to limit their participation in the consumer culture and therefore take steps toward
incorporating higher-order needs, such as building relationships.
The literature on SWB clearly articulates that a healthy work environment, close
relationships, and leisure activities are the necessary ingredients to personal contentment
(Argyle, 2001; Duming, 1992; Kasser et. al., 2004; & Schor, 1991). Much like Maslow’s
hierarchy of needs, consumerism can negatively impact SWB. The consumer culture can
detract from the three primary contributions to SWB by emphasizing lower order needs,
and de-emphasizing the true determinants of SWB. This study adds to this body of
literature by documenting how VS emphasizes the three elements of SWB. Relationships
with others was a primary theme that manifested over and over throughout the interviews.
Similarly, many participants discussed increasing time for gardening, biking, and other
leisure activities. Finally, cutting back on work hours and developing a balanced work
environment was often mentioned by the participants. Zavestoski (2002) stated that the
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consumer culture cannot provide all the necessary means to meet all of Maslow’s
hierarchy needs and therefore people are motivated to live simply to achieve the higherorder needs. The same can be said for the factors of SWB. If genuine happiness is sought
after, then the consumer culture will fall short to provide the means to attain healthy
outlets for happiness, and other lifestyles, such as VS will result.
Overall, this study furthered the understanding of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs
and the research on SWB. It is evident through the interviews in this study that a
conscious effort is helpful to pursue higher-order needs such as personal well-being and
relationships. Maslow (1968) discusses the progression from a set of needs to another as
a spontaneous process, but this study called this into question. Specifically, it identified
the pitfalls of continuously meeting lower order needs and how this can limit the
progression onto higher order needs. This study also demonstrated that voluntary
simplicity provides a viable means to achieve Maslow’s higher order needs as well as
emphasize the factors that contribute to high levels of SWB. Unfortunately, the consumer
culture attracts enough attention to diminish healthy outlets for self actualization. After
all, daily news programs readily discuss consumer spending, the performance of the stock
market, and the health of the economy without mentioning any aspects of social well
being. It is also unfortunate that many branches of the psychological community assist
with effective marketing strategies promoting the harmful elements of the consumer
culture.
Limitations
In order to gain a broad perspective on VS, the participants were recruited as long
as they self identified as VSers. This decision assisted to minimize bias toward
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conceptualizing VS in a specific or narrowly defined way. However, this decision also
opened up the inquiry to another potential bias. Specifically, participants who did not live
simply, yet considered themselves simplifiers could have been interviewed. A pre
interview screening would have narrowed down participants who display the beliefs and
behaviors that are consistent with the current understanding of VSers. Furthermore, such
a screening could have honed in on participants that live very simply or even a minimalist
lifestyle. As it turned out, the sample was a heterogeneous group covering the spectrum
of voluntary simplicity, but a homogenous pool may have offered more consistent
findings.
Another recruitment issue surfaced after the demographics of the participants
were collected. All but one of the participants identified as Caucasian. It is unclear if VS
is practiced at higher percentage by members of the majority culture in comparison to
under-represented groups, but regardless, our study was unable to gain an ethnically
diverse sample. It is possible that recruitment strategies favored people from the majority
culture, and other methods of recruitment could be used to increase the likelihood of
reaching a more diverse population.
The analysis team identified our biases beforehand, yet it is likely some biases
remained. In general, qualitative research embraces the notion that no research is bias
free, and in some methodologies bias is incorporated into the methodology. However,
CQR is sensitive to bias and the analysis team made numerous efforts to minimize
personal bias. Nonetheless, members of the analysis team had a favorable view toward
VS, and this could have influenced the results in some way.

84

Finally, the decision to conduct the interviews over the phone may have been a
limitation. The personal connection that develops through personal contact was lost
through telephone contact. It is possible that the interviews would have been longer and
richer with in person interviews. Travel was not possible in this case, but perhaps future
research would benefit from face to face interviews.
Conclusion
A society focusing on consumerism has many seemingly admirable goals.
Economic progress, acquiring pleasurable goods and services, convenience, access to a
variety of products, and freedom of consumer choices are all positive goals of the
consumer culture. Unfortunately, the consequences of emphasizing these goals as a
society have dire consequences. Global labor markets are exploited, excessive use of
natural resources, and misguided values that negatively impact SWB are the result of the
consumer culture.
The consumer culture promotes acquiring goods and services as the pinnacle of
achievement. American society glorifies and glamorizes attainment of material
possessions at the expense of the true determinants of happiness. Americans spend the
most amount of hours at work each year (DeGraff et ah, 2001), which creates an
imbalanced work environment, and takes away time from meaningful relationships, and
leisure activities. Put plainly, the consumer culture diminishes the opportunities to attain
lasting happiness.
And yet, despite the vast amount of empirical research and general obviousness
that money cannot buy happiness, the field of psychology unintentionally as well as
purposefully promotes consumerism. From marketing psychologists who find ever-more
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effective marketing techniques for children to clinical psychologists who recommend
clients to reward themselves by purchasing something, the field of psychology is duped
into carrying a flag for consumerism. In many ways, clinicians are naively trying to
reduce symptoms of despair and apathy by prescribing behaviors that contribute to these
very feelings. Indeed, dissatisfaction and emptiness may be natural reactions to a society
focused on superficial outlets of self- expression. Much in the same way that people can
get used to a bad smell, psychology has grown accustomed to the insidious nature of
consumerism. Now is the time when disciplines such as psychology need to step out of
the scripted role of tolerance and acceptance of consumerism and explain that embracing
consumer values is a major barrier to individuals’ well-being.
It was determined through the current study that VS emphasizes the elements that
contribute to healthy SWB. By no means is VS a panacea for problems that arise from a
society focused on consumption, but there is valuable information to be gleaned from this
and similar lifestyles. It is for the betterment of society and a healthier planet for
psychology to continue to research alternatives to the consumer culture.
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